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Something in the Air
  James Lasdun writes about the 'astonishingly large number of serial killers' at large in the Pacific Northwest in the second half of the 20th century, and its potential connection with industrial  pollution in the region (LRB, 6 November). He makes particular mention of lead and copper smelting in Tacoma, Washington, which poisoned the air with a  stink that, he says, came to be known as 'the aroma of Tacoma'. Ted Bundy, we learn, 'from the age of four ... was breathing particulates from the Ruston smokestack across the bay from his home on  Puget Sound'.
  I am a native Tacoman whose father (not a serial killer) was born at home under the shadow of the Ruston smelter in 1916. The smelter was a blight and its toxic legacy continues, but Tacoma's  famous aroma had a different origin: it came from our paper pulp mill, combined with the expansive tide flats of Commencement Bay, which have been stinky since time immemorial.


Lane Morgan

				Bellingham, Washington
			


No Nuts
  Holly Case writes that Austrian politics is still sometimes compared to the 'rum-soaked sponge filled with nougat and jam called Punschkrapferl: brown on the inside with a thin pink glaze'  (LRB, 20 November). It seems anachronistic to apply the metaphor to the Red Vienna of the early 1920s, before the Brownshirts were established; the image  probably surfaced in the 1970s. Today, the Punschkrapferlkoalition refers predominantly, and confusingly, to the coalition of social democrats (SPO, red) and liberals (NEOS, pink) that governs  Vienna. Most important, though, is the mention of nougat. In English the word refers to a chewy or crunchy sweet stuff that may or may not contain nuts, but in German it refers to a confection made  from hazelnuts or almonds. Punschkrapferl, however, are nut-free and soft, made of Biskuitteig, 'sponge cake material'.


Victoria Wang

				Edinburgh
			


Lewis v. Bond
  Randall Kennedy discusses John Lewis's rivalry with the more charismatic Julian Bond (LRB, 23 October). He doesn't mention the event that introduced Bond  to the wider nation: the raucous chanting of his name at the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago, where he was the first African American to be nominated for vice president. (He  declined, since he was several years younger than stipulated by the constitution.)
  Kennedy speculates as to the reason Lewis won so much more of the white vote than Bond in the 1986 congressional primary run-off. One explanation he doesn't mention is the lingering memory of  Bond's vocal opposition to the Vietnam War. Even twenty years later, this was Georgia after all.


Russell Pittman

				Takoma Park, Maryland
			


Having None of It
  Shaun Spiers is a bit unfair to Tony Benn when he accuses him of 'splitting the Labour Party' and believing that 'there is no significant difference between a reformist Labour government and a  right-wing Conservative government' (Letters, 20 November). It was the 'reformists' of the Labour right who actually split the party, in 1981, by leaving to form  the SDP - just as some of the right abandoned the party during Jeremy Corbyn's leadership. Benn, despite the urging of some left-wing allies, didn't leave Labour when it moved in ideological  directions he didn't like.
  He was also an energetic, if not always totally obedient, minister in four Labour governments which could reasonably be described as reformist. He then criticised right-wing Tory governments more  consistently than many of Labour's supposed realists, who believed Thatcherism was a harsh but necessary national corrective.
  The presentation of Benn by his Labour critics as an impractical purist, while not always inaccurate, often says as much about their highly selective interpretation of the party's role and history  as it does about him.


Andy Beckett

				London N16
			


He's no Barbara George
  Francis Gooding remarks that Harold Battiste recorded some great music at AFO, but no hits (LRB, 6 November). Well, there was Barbara George's 'I Know',  which topped the R&B charts and reached number three in the pop chart in 1961. And which I wouldn't swap for Malcolm John Rebennack Jr's entire oeuvre.


Geoff Hatherick

				London SW18
			


Rewrite at Will
  Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite is forgivably incorrect in referring to 'Gramsci's phrase "the old is dying and the new has yet to be born"' (LRB, 6  November). What Gramsci actually wrote is 'the new cannot be born' ('il nuovo non puo nascere'). This is a passage that people rewrite at will in published translations of Gramsci's Prison  Notebooks. Sometimes the new 'struggles to be born', and in many versions the wordy second half of Gramsci's passage ('in this interregnum, morbid phenomena of the most varied kind come to  pass') becomes 'now is the time of monsters.'
  This dumbed-down, glammed-up version provided Slavoj Zizek with the title of his article from 2012, 'Living in the Time of Monsters', in which he wrote of a 'well-known phrase attributed to  Gramsci' ('attributed' meaning he hadn't bothered to look for a source). In 2015 there was a Twitter kerfuffle in which Zizek was accused of writing this version himself and of drawing from both  Gramsci and Goebbels, though it seems more plausible that he liberally translated into English the memory of a liberal translation of Gramsci into Slovenian. And so it goes on. Earlier this year  Ezra Klein wrote in the New York Times that the monster quote is 'a famous translation of a line from Antonio Gramsci'.
  In the same issue, Rosemary Hill insists that Martin Parr, against the judgment of a schoolmaster who knew him, is 'so obviously not lazy or inattentive', even as she reviews his 'as-told-to'  autobiography, a genre that is by definition the domain of the lazy and the inattentive. In keeping with this assessment, only one quotation from Parr in her review is inadvertently interesting,  when he describes a black and white photograph of a child, a tricycle and mountains as 'strange and compelling'. The cliche Parr is mangling is 'strangely compelling', a stock expression for  something that takes hold of the imagination in an unexpected new way. Although I have not been able to trace this phrase to its source, it was familiar at least as early as 1991, when in an  episode of The Simpsons ('Homer v. Lisa and the Eighth Commandment'), Bart sells 50 cent tickets to his classmates to watch Broadcast Nudes on the Top Hat channel. 'Gross!' says  one child (Milhouse), then another (Martin) adds: 'Yet strangely compelling.'


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			

  Rosemary Hill says that Martin Parr, like Atkinson Grimshaw, 'found his subjects in the streets of Liverpool'. While he did paint in Liverpool, Grimshaw is best known for moonlit scenes of his  native Leeds, where an exhibition of these paintings recently opened at the city's art gallery.


Martin Staniforth

				Leeds
			


South London Modern
  Owen Hatherley writes about the Dulwich Estate in South London and mentions that there is comparatively little terraced housing (LRB, 23 October). I live  on the estate and have some experience of its approach to private and public housing. The Dulwich Estate is a charity, with fixed assets in the region of PS380 million and an annual turnover of  around PS14 million. It supports local community development and affords educational opportunities, including bursaries to private schools. It also operates London's only toll gate (PS1.20 to pass  through). Whatever the estate's attitude to public housing, it ensures that private homeowners abide by its rules concerning what can and can't be done to properties, including their street  appearance. One of the reasons it gave to a neighbour of mine when refusing building permission for a modest first-floor extension (the estate's decision is binding) was that it would give the road  too much of a terraced appearance. However, it didn't prevent a housing co-operative from building the row of red brick, semi-detached houses where we live, shortly after the Second World War. The  co-operative included architects who were keen to test out their skills as bricklayers; wonky, sub-standard brickwork was the result, as our front wall attests.
  Another public housing development on the Dulwich Estate was the Kingswood Estate, built by London County Council in the 1950s, a notable example of late brick modernism. Perhaps the most unusual  aspect of Kingswood is that a Grade 2 listed 19th-century mansion stands in the middle of it. Kingswood House was remodelled in the 1890s for John Lawson Johnston, who was the inventor of Bovril  (the house is nicknamed 'Bovril Castle'). It was the first big commission for Henry Vaughan Lanchester, who went on to build a number of large municipal buildings. Nikolaus Pevsner described the  house as a 'restrained version of Scottish baronial with a hint of early Renaissance'.
  After the war, LCC used a compulsory purchase order to buy the house and its grounds from the Vestey family in order to build the Kingswood Estate. The Vesteys, who made their money in the meat and  food industry, were one of the wealthiest families in Britain at the time. Ever since then, the house has been a building for public use; it currently runs a community arts programme. For many  years the house had a small public library (it was opened by Peter Ustinov in 1956 and closed in 2020). The first time I visited it, around ten years ago, the only other user was a gentleman sat at  a computer wearing a straw boater, bow tie and monocle, as if he were the ghost of a party guest from the time when the house was in private hands.


Toby Williamson

				London SE19
			


Gerrymandering
Aziz Huq describes the way politicians in the United States use their legislative authority to draw the boundaries of congressional districts to maximise gains for their parties (LRB, 23 October). State legislators, with some exceptions, are able to manipulate election returns to create electoral deserts in which one of the two major parties does not nominate a candidate. Both Democrats and Republicans engage in gerrymandering, and what's more, they do it with no sense of shame. The effect is to weaken democracy, since it means less energy goes to party building and mobilising voters. It is one of the worst aspects of American exceptionalism.
By contrast, among the so-called Anglo-American democracies, four - the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand - have developed institutions to arrange the drawing of electoral boundaries by non-partisan entities. They are charged to take into account many factors, but not the impact on political parties.


Peter Woolstencroft

				University of Waterloo, Ontario
			


Why Mass Extinctions Happen
  Nick Wray writes that the apparent regularity of mass extinction events (one every 26 million years or so) may be caused by increased impact rates as the solar system passes through the spiral arms  of the Milky Way (Letters, 20 November). Another cause of mass extinction events is the occurrence of very large volcanic episodes known as flood basalts. An  example of these is the Permian-Triassic event (about 252 million years ago), which is believed to have caused the extinction of 81 per cent of marine species and 70 per cent of terrestrial  vertebrates.


David Bell

				Oxford
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n22/letters
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Discord and Fuss
Clare Bucknell

5386 wordsIn later life 
, the worst thing you could call Robert Frost was 'literary'. 'If I'm somewhat academic (I'm more agricultural) and you are somewhat executive, so much the better,' he wrote to Wallace Stevens teasingly in 1935. 'It is so we are saved from being literary ... Our poetry comes choppy, in well-separated poems, well interrupted by time, sleep and events.' As a boy, he told his friend Bernard De Voto, he had been entirely normal: 'I wasn't marked off from the other children as a literary sissy like Yates [sic] and Masters.' In an interview with Richard Poirier for the Paris Review in 1960, a few years before his death, he reiterated that he hadn't had 'a very literary life'; he didn't keep up with reviews or gossip. He told Poirier that when he first visited Harold Monro's Poetry Bookshop in London in 1913, he'd had no idea who the Imagists were. 'You should know your fellow countryman, Ezra Pound,' Monro said. 'I've never heard of him,' Frost replied.
It was an odd narrative to insist on, given that books had been his escape from a struggle-filled, ramshackle early life. He was born in 1874 and spent his first eleven years in San Francisco, where the Frost family managed on very little, shuttling between apartments and cheap hotels; the children, Robert and his younger sister, Jeanie, were sometimes in school and sometimes not. Will Frost was a journalist and alcoholic who kept a revolver and loose bullets in his desk, tried to cure his tuberculosis by drinking fresh cow's blood and once thrashed his son with a dog chain. When he died in 1885, his wife, Belle, took Frost and Jeanie across the country to Massachusetts. At Lawrence High School, Frost devoted himself to Latin and Greek and spent his evenings translating Cicero and Tacitus. He met his future wife, Elinor, when she emerged as his chief rival for class valedictorian. She introduced him to her favourite English poets: Sidney, Spenser, John Clare. When he was unhappy at Dartmouth (he found all the hazing and fraternity business childish), he buried himself in Palgrave's Golden Treasury.
He had begun writing verse by the time he dropped out and returned home in November 1892, having lasted less than a semester. In the wilderness years that followed, he stuck to reading and writing through a bizarre series of odd jobs: 'shoe worker, mill hand, farm hand, editor, reporter, insurance agent, agent for Shakespearean reader, reader myself, teacher in every kind of school public and private', even, one summer, a hotel porter in Maine. No one could accuse him, he told Amy Lowell years later, of lacking life experience. As a light trimmer at the Arlington Woollen Mills in Lawrence, tasked with replacing filaments and mending dynamos, he would hide next to the belt wheel and annotate copies of Hamlet, Macbeth and The Tempest.
The poems in his first collection, A Boy's Will (1913), were the product of the early years of married life. Elinor was reluctant to marry him until he found steady employment, but accepted him in 1895, under some duress. (The previous year, in a funk, he'd disappeared silently to the Great Dismal Swamp, a strip of jungly quicksand along the Virginia-North Carolina border, then had to wire his mother for the train fare home.) Their first child, Elliott, was born in 1896. Frost took up farming, the difficult New England way of life that would supply him with the central images and characters of his poetry, almost by chance. After taking a second crack at university (this time at Harvard), then dropping out in 1899 because of ill health, he was looking for something less sedentary and thought that raising chickens might fit the bill. Bankrolled by his grandfather, he bought two hundred eggs and rented a barn; the following year, threatened with eviction for letting the chickens run wild, he moved his family to a thirty-acre farm with an apple orchard in Derry, New Hampshire. They remained there for almost a decade, living so quietly that Frost was barely exaggerating when he claimed later that they had had no callers for eight years. 'There was never a sound beside the wood but one,' the speaker in his sonnet 'Mowing' observes. 'And that was my long scythe whispering to the ground.'
'Mowing', according to Adam Plunkett in his new critical biography, marked a shift in Frost's early writing. It stands out not only as a poem about work (the labour of scything and seeding and building that would become his subject), but as a poem about poetry, with debts to Marvell's 'Mower' series and the pastoral tradition, as well as to the mixture of dramatic speaking and self-revelation that sonnets often exhibit. In the following decades, once Frost had developed his theories about the desirability of poetry's proximity to ordinary speech, he tended to claim that his influences came from life rather than literature. 'I want the unmade words to work with not the familiar made ones that everybody exclaims Poetry! at,' he wrote in 1914. 'Mowing' and the other poems in A Boy's Will, he said, were merely 'the unforced expression of a life I was forced to live'. Love and Need argues that this was not quite accurate. Throughout Frost's work, but in his first collection especially, Plunkett suggests that he concealed the extent to which he borrowed and used his reading. 'Frost guarded his borrowings jealously. He was private about his associations with ghosts and how much of his writing grew out of it.'
Plunkett's approach works for some poems in A Boy's Will better than others. The first line of the sonnet 'The Vantage Point', 'If tired of trees I seek again mankind,' offers the reader the sort of speculative situation from which many of Shakespeare's sonnets unfold ('When, in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes'; 'If there be nothing new, but that which is'). The echo, Plunkett argues, reveals the 'make-believe' quality of Frost's poem, the relationship it establishes between reader and a semi-fictionalised speaker. 'To Earthward' - a later lyric about craving intense physical and spiritual sensations - Plunkett reads as a rejection of the delicate sensibility of Longfellow, one of Frost's youthful influences. Both interpretations link allusion convincingly to meaning. Others are more tendentious. Plunkett's big argument about A Boy's Will is that, shaped as it was by the death of three-year-old Elliott from cholera in 1900, Frost structured it in imitation of Tennyson's great poem of mourning: 'Each of the first nine poems in A Boy's Will bears a resemblance to the corresponding canto of In Memoriam.' Plunkett doesn't quote much from In Memoriam to substantiate this, and several of the 'resemblances' turn out not to be there at all, or to be resemblances only in the sense that many lyric poems resemble one another if you squint a bit. 'The ninth poems in each sequence intone prayers to the wind': this is true of Frost's ninth lyric, but the ninth section in Tennyson's poem ('Fair ship, that from the Italian shore,/Sailest the placid ocean-plains') is addressed to a ship. The sixth poem in Frost's sequence, Plunkett claims, maps on to the sixth canto of In Memoriam because both present 'a female figure expecting someone home from his travels whom, as we learn in the end of each poem, she will never see again'. This is accurate as far as Tennyson's lyric goes, but Frost's has no traveller in it, and given that his 'female figure' is a statue of the goddess Minerva, 'Without the gift of sight', how could she have seen who she is supposed to have seen in the first place?
This may sound like nitpicking, but it reveals a discrepancy between Plunkett's critical approach and the way his subject thought about poetry. Frost talked and wrote about what he called a poet's 'freedom of the material', the freedom to 'move about' within a wide range of reading, 'to establish relations in it regardless of time and space', to let a detail from somewhere unexpectedly remind you of a detail from somewhere else. Plunkett prefers systematic accounts of influence, structural explanations. In Memoriam is an 'organising principle' of A Boy's Will; there is an underlying 'logic of grief' to the book. What's odd is that significant local connections do exist. The 'Old Yew, which graspest at the stones/That name the underlying dead' in Tennyson's second lyric may well, as Plunkett observes, have inspired the 'stones out under the low-limbed tree' that Frost pictures in 'Ghost House'; similarly, the 'stars' that 'blindly run' in Tennyson's third seem to return in the sightless, impassive night sky in Frost's 'Stars'. But it's as if allusions of this order - the possibility that Frost might have seized, magpie-like, on single images of Tennyson's, or had a subconscious memory of them - aren't grand enough.
There are several confused readings like this. Does 'Ghost House' 'allude throughout' to Keats's 'Ode on a Grecian Urn'? Can you really think of the cellar hole in the former as 'something of an urn, "leaf-fring'd" and open on top'? Plunkett argues that as Keats 'used the preposition "on" in his title as a substitution for the conventional "to" ... Frost in turn plays on "on" in his first line by using "in" where one would first expect "on": "I dwell in a lonely house I know."' I dwell on a lonely house? The most egregious claim is that Frost's 'Birches' is a wholesale rewriting of Milton's Lycidas. The comparative method goes like this:
1. FRAME
'BIRCHES' 1-4
Speaker introduces himself by reference to trees beheld by him.
'LYCIDAS' 1-5
Speaker introduces himself by reference to trees beheld by him.
2. DESTRUCTION DEPICTED
'BIRCHES' 5-16
Extended description of birches brought low by ice storms, never to be righted again.
'LYCIDAS' 6-22
Extended description of Lycidas drowned.

When it becomes clear that the two poems have very little in common beyond a pastoral setting and a vision of transcendence, Plunkett offers negative comparisons, as if the positive case barely needs making. 'In structural terms, the great difference between the poems is that "Birches" lacks [Milton's] long and incomparable theo-mythological interlude.' ('Incomparable' being the word.) 'It is of the essence of [Frost's] poem that its manner of presenting theology is the opposite of Milton's.' Worse: 'If this sounds rather far afield from "When I see birches bend to left and right", Frost may well have wanted it that way.' This does no one apart from Milton any favours: its main effect is to make you want to put the book down and reread Lycidas.
A Boy's Will might not have been published had Frost not upped sticks and relocated his family - Elinor and four young children - to England in 1912. He was 38. He had placed individual poems in American magazines but no publisher had shown interest in a book, and the teaching he had undertaken to supplement his farming income was exhausting and impossible to do in tandem with writing. The gamble paid off almost immediately. In a quiet house in Beaconsfield, he completed A Boy's Will and wrote many of the poems that would make up his second collection, North of Boston (1914); he approached a publishing firm, David Nutt, as represented by Mrs M.L. Nutt, 'a woman dressed all in black, as if she had just risen from the sea', who bought the first book and an option to publish the next four.
Through the Imagist F.S. Flint, he secured an introduction to Pound, who did the very Poundian thing of seizing on him as a disciple, whisking him around Soho to meet everyone who mattered, then ruining things by publishing a faintly insulting review of A Boy's Will (it suggested that the Frosts had lived in a 'midden') and being demanding about Frost's art: 'He says I must write something much more like vers libre or he will let me perish of neglect. He really threatens.' In retaliation Frost voiced some coded suspicions about Pound's character - '[he] hides his lower jaw in a delicate gold filigree of almost masculine beard' - and sought out writers who struck him more as 'plain folks'. He found a kindred spirit in Edward Thomas, then a struggling prose writer, who considered him the 'greatest friend' of his life (not long before Thomas enlisted in 1915, he seriously considered relocating to New Hampshire to farm and help Frost run a 'lecture camp'). For a spell in 1914-15, Frost rented a cottage in Gloucestershire to be near the Georgian poets Wilfrid Gibson and Lascelles Abercrombie, and had the Thomases to stay for weeks at a time. The intimacy with Thomas, which lasted until the latter's death at Arras in 1917, was a rare instance of a literary association that Frost didn't bring to a premature end through what he called 'my Indian vindictiveness'. 'You mustn't tell me a single thing about Gibson if you don't want to detract from the pleasure of your letters from fifty per cent up,' he instructed a mutual acquaintance in 1915. He had decided that Gibson was 'a coward' and 'the worst snob I met in England'. Walter de la Mare's failure to write to him about a visit to the US in 1916 was inexcusable: 'I have been in no mood to meet de la Mare. He is one of the open questions with me like what to do with Mexico.'
By February 1915, when the Frosts returned to New Hampshire, North of Boston had been published by the American firm Henry Holt and everyone was talking about it. Amy Lowell reviewed it in the New Republic and invited Frost to supper. The editor of the Atlantic, Ellery Sedgwick, who had previously communicated with Frost through rejection letters, was suddenly 'all bonhomie' and offers of publicity. Invitations arrived from schools and universities to read and lecture; the following summer, Frost accepted the offer of a faculty position at Amherst, with the idea that a decent salary and light teaching load might give him the freedom to write. The contours of what would become a distinctly modern poetic existence were forming: a combination of writing, teaching and what Frost called 'barding around', performing his work and discussing his theories of poetry in lecture halls around the country, from Vermont to Michigan to Colorado.
He believed that his poetry had changed as his social world opened up. In the early years in New Hampshire, he might go days without speaking to anyone but his family. Then he became interested in his farming neighbours, their gossip, the way they told stories, and he honed his own storytelling in classrooms and on front porches. 'Shyness is a thing one can't keep if one wants to,' he noted in 1913. The kind of poetry that went along with this depended on careful listening, attending to and redeploying what Frost called, in one of his favourite ambiguous critical inventions, 'sentence-sounds':
A sentence is a sound in itself on which other sounds called words may be strung. You may string words together without a sentence-sound to string them on just as you may tie clothes together by the sleeves and stretch them without a clothesline between two trees, but - it is bad for the clothes ... The sentence-sounds are very definite entities ... They are gathered by the ear from the vernacular and brought into books.

'Living' poetry - including, for Frost, centuries-old works such as Lycidas and Don Juan - contained such recognisable units of sound imported from speech. Dead poetry was any that did not. 'It is not for us in any Greek or Latin poem because our ears have not been filled with the tones of Greek and Roman talk,' he wrote. 'I say you can't read a single good sentence with the salt in it unless you have previously heard it spoken.'
The narrative poems in North of Boston and Mountain Interval (1916), hard tales of New England poverty and struggle, are curious because they both do and don't sound familiar. 'In literature it is our business to give people the thing that will make them say, "Oh yes I know what you mean,"' Frost told his friend John Bartlett in 1914. This might be a recognisable turn of phrase, a comprehensible attitude or predicament. Familiarity comes through in the narratives in their ordinariness of tone, which you hear ringing through the modified blank verse: the way the old mother throws her hands up in 'The Housekeeper' ('I can't keep track of other people's daughters'), or the way the husband refuses to make excuses in 'The Death of the Hired Man' ('What help he is there's no depending on'), or in the cadence of the narrator's pitch-black humour in 'The Vanishing Red' ('Oh, yes, he showed John the wheel pit all right'), or in the gossipy sound of the woman's fear in 'The Hill Wife' ('He's watching from the woods as like as not').
But there's also an uncanny, unfamiliar quality to the narratives, recounting as they do episodes in the lives of characters whom Frost called 'special cases': men and women pushed to the edge by circumstance, doing their best in extremity. 'A Servant to Servants', a rare example of a Frost dramatic monologue (most of his long poems have counterpoint voices), features an exhausted, overworked Vermont woman, slaving at a lakeside boarding house for hired labourers, who engages a tourist in conversation. The poem mixes what sounds like reasonableness, Frost's special briskness of tone ('There's two can play at that'; 'Other folks have to, and why shouldn't I?'), with instability, hints of the insanity in the family to which the woman alludes.
It isn't the remarkable kind of instability shown by many of Tennyson's and Browning's monologuists; there's no lurid malice or derangement, just a threadbare quality in the speech, an impression of competence unravelling. Towards the end of the poem, the woman explains that she's grateful to be married to her husband, Len, and safely out of the family home with its dark secrets:
I was glad though, no end, when we moved out,
And I looked to be happy, and I was,
As I said, for a while - but I don't know!
Somehow the change wore out like a prescription.
And there's more to it than just window views
And living by a lake. I'm past such help -
Unless Len took the notion, which he won't,
And I won't ask him - it's not sure enough.
I s'pose I've got to go the road I'm going:
Other folks have to, and why shouldn't I?
I almost think if I could do like you,
Drop everything and live out on the ground -
But it might be, come night, I shouldn't like it,
Or a long rain.

Much here is oblique: we don't know exactly what 'notion' Len might or might not take, or what it is she can't be 'sure enough' about (though given she was once committed to an asylum, we can guess). Many things are oblique to her too, as appears from the 'expressive breaks' in her speech, in Reuben Brower's phrase, those 'seeming ineptitudes of the monologue': 'I don't know!'; 'I almost think if ...'; 'But it might be ...' Often, she seems happy to remain in the dark. Browning's monologuists are performers, rhetoricians at the top of their game. Here, the speaker can't parse her own feelings, let alone persuade others of theirs. 'It's got so I don't even know for sure/Whether I am glad, sorry, or anything,' she says. The incompetences of speech - the artless repetitions, incomplete clauses, non sequiturs, illogical transitions - are more eloquent than full sentences for what they reveal: a patchy, impressionistic intelligence, seeing dimly, up against something it doesn't have the answer to.
The narratives in North of Boston, which Thomas called 'the most revolutionary' book, aren't much discussed in Love and Need (nor are those in Mountain Interval). Presumably Plunkett felt that they supplied him with little fodder for his argument about Frost's borrowings from literary tradition. But he does give an interesting account of Frost's longest narrative, 'New Hampshire', a poem that critics have tended to dislike. 'New Hampshire' is voiced by a persona a lot like Frost himself (a writer who used to live in Massachusetts before moving to New Hampshire), who gives, over the course of four hundred lines, an animated defence of New Hampshire and its inhabitants from the sneers of sophisticated cosmopolitan Boston and New York types. The poem is not only densely allusive but self-allusive. When it was first published in Frost's fourth book, New Hampshire (1923), it was peppered with footnotes, which directed readers to other poems in the collection. A line about deserted rural communities, 'Whole townships named but without population', has a note that points you to the poem 'The Census-Taker', which describes 'The melancholy of having to count souls/Where they grow fewer and fewer every year'. 'New Hampshire' appeared at the beginning of the book; Frost called the poems that followed 'Notes' and 'Grace Notes', as if they were extended footnotes themselves.
You'd be forgiven for thinking this sounded familiar. Frost wasn't the only major American poet to publish a highly allusive, footnoted, four hundred or so line poem about the mythology of place in the early 1920s. In his own account, he composed 'New Hampshire' in its entirety one night in July 1922, in a rush of inspiration that also brought him 'Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening'. In fact, Plunkett shows, it was probably written later, at the end of December 1922 or in early 1923, as a kind of enabling frame for the collection's poem/footnote conceit, and in response to a particular irritant. Frost was operating, Plunkett says, in a 'spirit of reactive pique'. The Waste Land had just been published in the US in an edition including the notes. For those who could read the runes, Eliot's presence in 'New Hampshire' wouldn't have been hard to detect. His essay collection The Sacred Wood (1920) opens with a discussion of Matthew Arnold; in 'New Hampshire', there is a 'prude afraid of nature' who appears in a literal wood, 'a grove of trees', out of which he flees spouting Arnold ('Nature is cruel, man is sick of blood'). This satirised Eliot figure would rather spend his time indoors, reading and pontificating: 'The only decent tree had been to mill/And educated into boards, he said.' He is hyper-aware of 'the line where man leaves off and nature starts,/And never overstepped it save in dreams'. He remains 'on the safe side of the line talking'.
Many things about The Waste Land seem to have annoyed Frost, some of which stemmed from his old disagreements with Pound. He disliked free verse, which (like Thomas, who called it 'discord and fuss') he considered a lot of hot air and revealing of ignorance; for aspiring modern poets, he told a friend in 1913, metre seemed to be the 'all important thing to know nothing about'. He also disliked what he called 'obscuration' in poetry (the 'Beautiful and Dimmed'), the vexation or concealment of meaning apparently for the sake of it. From his comments on the subject, though, it appears that the bigger problem may have been allusion. 'An American poet living in England has made an Anthology of the Best Lines in Poetry,' he wrote to the president of the Poetry Society of America in January 1923, as if issuing a formal objection. 'He has run the lines loosely together in a sort of narrative and copyrighted them so that anyone using them again will have to enclose them in double quotation marks.' Eliot, with his footnotes, seemed bent on making allusion a sort of intellectuals' parlour game: 'They [Eliot and Pound] quote and you try to see if you can place the quotation.' Familiarity with literary tradition was supposed to be another thing that vers libre poets had abandoned; now there was The Waste Land, threatening to replace old-fashioned, unobtrusive acquaintance, 'freedom of the material', with this showy promiscuity. In 'New Hampshire', the allusions are pointedly ham-fisted - there is a misquotation of Arnold, in quotation marks - and recessive, as Frost footnotes himself and bounces the reader back and forth between his own poems. The only form of quotation that seems alive is that of ordinary, pungent speech. At one point, the speaker hears a 'wiry gang-boss' exclaiming to himself as he conquers a logjam: 'Wasn't she an i-deal/Son-of-a-bitch? You bet she was an i-deal.'
Frost's attitude hardened over the following decades. On one of the rare occasions when he and Eliot were in the same room, at a literary society in Boston in 1932, Eliot agreed to read a poem on the condition that Frost did too; Frost pretended to extemporise one that he'd written months earlier. ('There was dutiful applause.') In an essay he wrote after the death of the poet E.A. Robinson, which was supposed to be about Robinson's work, he instead made pointed remarks about 'new ways to be new'. He began to think of the worldliness and scholarliness of Eliot and Pound's modernism in contradistinction to his own localism and isolationism. 'Long before I'm interpersonal,/Away 'way down inside I'm personal,' one of his speakers remarks in 'Build Soil' from 1932. 'Some minds are so confounded intermental/They remind me of pictures on a palette.' ('Intermental' is a fantastically obscure way of saying all the things he might have meant here: outward-looking, cosmopolitan, receptive, influenceable.) In public, at readings and lectures, he had long been acting the part of Mr New Hampshire, spokesman for the old Yankee ways; now he wore the costume in private too. 'You have been acting against your nature under pressure of the bad smart talk you have listened to and learned to share in the society you have cultivated in your own New York salons,' he scolded Louis Untermeyer in 1928. 'Talk no more - unless you can talk unclever, unsophisticated, simple goodness.' Partiality and local attachments became artistic desiderata for him. 'All that makes a writer,' he declared in 1926, 'is the ability to write strongly and directly from some unaccountable and almost invincible personal prejudice.'
New Hampshire  won Frost his first Pulitzer Prize. He received another for his Collected Poems in 1931. He had a string of well-paid, low-obligation academic positions at Amherst, Michigan, Harvard and Dartmouth. But the starriness of his public profile masked the dramatic way in which his private life was falling apart. Marjorie, his youngest child, whom he and Elinor had nursed for years through a series of illnesses, developed tuberculosis in 1930 and died in 1934. Carol, his son, a would-be writer who was convinced that his life had been a failure, shot himself in 1940. Irma, the second youngest, 'severe, high-strung, and fastidious', whose mental health had long been unstable, had to be committed in 1947. The worst loss was that of Elinor. In March 1938, in a rented house in Gainesville where she and Frost had gone for the warmer climate, she had a fatal heart attack. In the aftermath, Lesley, their eldest daughter, screamed at him that 'artists should not have children.' By the end of the summer, grieving and lonely, he had fallen head over heels in love - it seems, unrequitedly - with his new secretary, the younger, married Kay Morrison.
Frost was untrustworthy when it came to narrating the story of his life. Often the lies he told about himself served to hide things that he was ashamed of, or 'the pains he took in his own self-interest', as when he claimed that he had never written poetry to order (in fact he did so in 1906 to get a teaching job in New Hampshire). He also, Plunkett argues, spun narratives in the opposite direction, particularly after Elinor's death, emphasising his guilty conscience, his 'native badness'. He had been a terrible husband and an inadequate father, he told Lawrance Thompson, a young academic he had befriended; he had pushed Elinor into marrying him, not supported her, not done enough to encourage the children. Thompson stored it all up for one of the most influentially rancorous biographies of all time. His association with Frost, Plunkett points out, 'began after Frost had grown convinced of his own badness': 'what account could he give of Frost's life after growing cynical about Frost's every motive?' (To give Thompson his due, it wasn't as if he didn't have much to go on in these final decades. Over Thanksgiving in 1941, Frost set fire to a pile of workbooks belonging to Morrison's four-year-old daughter.)
Love and Need seems to morph into a book about Thompson rather than Frost towards the end, which means that the poet's later work goes largely unexamined. In Plunkett's view, there is little to say. Frost's poetry after 'New Hampshire', he thinks, was clearer and 'more polished' than before, but it lacked the observational texture of the earlier lyrics and narratives. 'The poems began to proceed from ideas instead of having their ideas emerge from the mess of experience.' This was, he suggests, especially true of Frost in the 1930s, when pre-formed ideas dominated the 'editorialising verse' that the poet produced as he grew more interested in politics.
It's true that 'experience' is messy and 'multifarious' in Frost's earlier work, coming out around the edges in ways that can be confounding. In 'The Death of the Hired Man', after arguing back and forth with her husband about wages and need and what they can and can't afford, Mary, an ordinary farming woman, looks up at the moon: 'She put out her hand/Among the harplike morning-glory strings,/Taut with the dew from garden bed to eaves.' Does Mary really see the glistening vine strands as 'harplike', little lyrical metaphors? Or is it wrong of us to be surprised that she might? It's an effect that you continue to find in Frost's work of the 1920s and 1930s, where the poetry has a way of lifting its gaze - with a heightening of register, a grand image, a weighty allusion - and seeming to dare you to shake your head in disbelief. 'You think this is incongruous?' it says. 'You think this didn't happen?' In 'West-Running Brook', the title poem of Frost's fifth collection, from 1928, a pair of newlyweds observe a stream together. The young wife remarks fancifully that it reminds her of their marriage; then Fred, her husband, in a blank-verse speech that seems straight out of Hamlet, makes it existential, as an image of life running out: 'substance lapsing unsubstantial;/The universal cataract of death/That spends to nothingness'. The strangest example of the effect may be in 'Two Tramps in Mud Time' (1934), one of Frost's 'political' poems of the New Deal era. The speaker, chopping wood in his yard, is approached by a pair of unemployed lumberjacks hoping for work, whom he declines to help. There is a 'message' - you shouldn't separate what you do for a living from what you do for the love of it - but the tone and register keep flickering. They waver back and forth from the bluff commonsensical ('You know how it is with an April day'; 'They thought all chopping was theirs of right') to something unaccountable: distracted and distracting, self-reflexive, silly even, getting triumphantly in its own way. You think this is incongruous?
A bluebird comes tenderly up to alight
And turns to the wind to unruffle a plume,
His song so pitched as not to excite
A single flower as yet to bloom.
It is snowing a flake: and he half knew
Winter was only playing possum.
Except in colour he isn't blue,
But he wouldn't advise a thing to blossom.
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Short Cuts
A Bridge across the Humber
Tom White

2609 wordsThe radical journalist 
, author and activist Richard Gott died last month at the age of 87. One of the 'sharpest reporters of revolutionary Latin America', according to his friend Tariq Ali, he reported for the Guardian on the aftermath of Pinochet's coup and on Che Guevara, whose body he identified, and later wrote for the LRB on Chavez and Venezuela. He resigned from the Guardian in 1994, after he was accused of being an informer for the KGB. Gott maintained that he hadn't given information, but admitted he had accepted 'red gold, even if it was only in the form of expenses', for various trips.
Early in his career, Gott stood in the 1966 Hull North by-election. On 7 November 1965, Henry Solomons, the Labour MP for the constituency, died after a short illness. He had won the marginal seat from the Tories at the 1964 general election with a majority of 1181 votes on a turnout of 47,717. His death reduced the parliamentary majority of Harold Wilson's government to one seat. Labour's candidate was Kevin McNamara, a lecturer at Hull College of Commerce and a local party activist. The Conservative candidate was the enthusiastic but inexperienced Toby Jessel.
Gott, who had never been to Hull before, had been waiting for a chance to contest a marginal seat. He was a Labour Party member but, like others aligned with the New Left, had become disillusioned with Wilson's government. He stood in Hull as the candidate of the Radical Alliance, a campaign group with its roots in the Independent Nuclear Disarmament Election Committee, formed in 1962 by CND members who were frustrated with what they saw as the organisation's cautious strategy, which prioritised lobbying MPs over direct action. Gott's agenda in Hull was internationalist and anti-nuclear, and he hoped to draw attention to Wilson's support for America's war in Vietnam. He didn't expect to win the seat, but if he could get a thousand votes from Labour, Hull North might return to the Tories, precipitating a general election. Gott was confident that Labour would win that election, but believed that afterwards the New Left would be able to exert greater influence on party policy.
McNamara was seen as a Wilson loyalist, and therefore fair game for a challenge from the left. The constituency included Hull University, which had an active New Left led by academics such as John Saville, a historian and founder with E.P. Thompson of the New Reasoner, a forerunner to New Left Review. Many trade unionists and working-class Labour supporters, who Gott hoped would be responsive to his criticisms of Wilson's leadership, also lived in the constituency. Announcing his intention to stand, Gott told the Hull Daily Mail that 'without a doubt I am sure I will spoil Mr McNamara's chances and let the Conservatives in.' He arrived in Hull in early January with a small band of supporters. The Radical Alliance printed sixty thousand copies of his election address and distributed leaflets and posters with the slogan 'Vote Gott for Peace in Vietnam', linking increasing arms spending to domestic budget cuts. There was little mention of local issues.
'During the three-week campaign, the media descended on Hull from Europe and the US, and Fleet Street's finest crowded each morning into our committee rooms,' Gott recalled in an article for the Guardian in 2006. He even made the front page of the New York Times on 17 January under the headline 'RADICAL's campaign threatens MARGIN of labour in britain'. Anthony Lewis, the journalist from the Times, had accompanied Gott one morning as he braved 'the snow and chill of north-east England' to knock on doors. With his bushy red beard and beret, Lewis wrote, Gott made a striking contrast with the 'housewife or ... dockworker' who opened the door. Lewis went with Gott to the first campaign meeting held by Labour, at Endike Lane School on the North Hull Estate. At the end, Gott tried to ask a question about Vietnam but was told by the chairman to sit down. He refused and was eventually dragged from the hall to a mixture of applause and shouts of 'shame' and 'undemocratic'. McNamara and his party seemed worried, Lewis concluded, and 'Labour tacticians admitted they had made a mistake by giving Mr Gott another headline.'
'Our intervention in Hull caused chaos on the left,' Gott claimed. Several Labour MPs called on him to stand down. He hoped that students, academics and disillusioned trade unionists would back him. A handful of Labour members helped his campaign and were expelled from the party; others broadly agreed with his anti-war position but were unwilling to risk a Conservative victory. Others on the left felt patronised by Gott's stance. The Radical Alliance had met Saville and members of the Hull branch of the CND in early December. One of those at the meeting, a local adult education lecturer called Dan Hussey, wrote in his notes on the occasion that the Radical Alliance 'are striking moral attitudes rather than putting forward a political strategy. Their programme is more of a rude gesture behind the headmaster's back than anything more reasoned.' Hussey wrote an article for Humberside Voice, a monthly left-wing newspaper, called 'The Vultures Gather': 'This unwanted outside intervention (and the local organisations of the left have made it pretty clear that it is unwanted) would be frivolous were it not for the owlish solemnity of their attitude. As it is the whole thing becomes almost indecent.' The founder and editor of Humberside Voice, Tony Topham, a lecturer at the University of Hull, was another critic. Topham taught courses on industrial democracy and theories of worker control, often to dockers and manufacturing workers who were on study release programmes organised through their trade unions, and went on to found the Institute for Workers' Control with Ken Coates. Although he thought Wilson was squandering a historic opportunity for the left, in favour of appeasing the City of London and US interests, he disagreed with Gott's strategy. In Hull, as elsewhere, a split was developing between party members influenced by the New Left and an older generation of often more right-wing Labour councillors and aldermen. Topham mockingly referred to these men - they were almost all men - as the 'City Fathers' and criticised their complacency and dismissive attitude towards younger comrades. But he still saw Labour as the only viable electoral vehicle for the left and criticised Gott's candidacy as ill-thought out and self-indulgent.
As election day approached, Labour dispatched MPs and ministers to Hull, including Tony Benn, Tony Crosland, George Brown and James Callaghan. The newly appointed minister for transport, Barbara Castle, spoke at a meeting on 18 January. The story that passed into popular memory in Hull is that Castle promised to build a bridge across the Humber without really understanding what she was committing to. One comic embellishment, edged with misogyny, is that she thought she was promising a bridge over the much smaller Ouse. Plans for a road bridge over a relatively narrow point in the Humber Estuary had first been put forward in the early 1930s, only to be shelved after the fall of Ramsay MacDonald's Labour government. The city had been badly damaged by the Luftwaffe and postwar reconstruction was slow. There was a lingering feeling that the city's plight had never been properly acknowledged or redressed. The Labour-led Hull Corporation had repeatedly called on central government to fund the bridge, and the sudden backing for the plan when Wilson's administration needed to preserve its hold on power suggested that the project had always been more feasible than previous governments had claimed.
Gott called Castle's offer an 'electoral bribe'. He claimed that the ministers sent to Hull by Labour 'had been urged to find some special item of interest that would encourage voters to continue supporting Labour. Barbara Castle's officials in the Ministry of Transport unearthed a plan for a bridge across the Humber.' It was hardly the case that the plans for the bridge needed to be 'unearthed'. The Humber Bridge Board had been formed by an Act of Parliament in 1959 and the most recent plans and traffic studies had been drawn up just a couple of years earlier.
At the meeting, Castle, who was flanked by the Hull alderman Frederick Holmes, chairman of the Humber Bridge Board, said: 'I pledge to Humberside that when the development plans for this region have been worked out and agreed between the planning authorities and the government, then you will have your Humber Bridge.' The commitment was distinctly open-ended, but there is little to suggest that she did not understand the ramifications of her statement. Castle went on to place the bridge in the context of plans she had approved earlier that day for new motorways north and south of the estuary. She then brought up what had for two decades been the central issue in discussions of the bridge: whether it was a national or regional concern. Successive governments had refused to fund it on the basis that it had only regional significance. Its local backers disputed this, arguing that the distinction wasn't clear, and that central government should pay either way. 'A Humber Bridge is a national interest, because balanced regional development is a national interest,' Castle told the meeting. Her deft reframing of the issue was a way to forestall the obvious charge that her pledge was motivated primarily by a desire to preserve the government.
In any case, Labour did have an interest in regional development. The Yorkshire and Humberside Economic Planning Council was formed after the 1964 election, and the party's National Plan acknowledged the necessity of rebalancing the country's productive capacities. The National Plan was drawn up by the new Department for Economic Affairs, which was responsible for long-term economic planning and co-ordination. Later in 1966, work began on the Humberside Feasibility Study, an investigation into the area's demographic and economic future carried out by the new Central Unit for Environmental Planning. This was what Castle was referring to when she mentioned 'the development plans for this region'.
The coverage of the meeting in the Hull Daily Mail was headlined 'Mrs Castle: I Promise You a Bridge.' The report described her statement as 'a historic thirty seconds', but noted that Castle had 'refused to name the date' or say how the bridge would be financed. The write-up was on page four of the paper, suggesting perhaps some scepticism. Half of the article was given over to a long description of what happened at the end of the meeting, after Castle had left to catch the train back to London. Topham had repeatedly been denied the chance to ask McNamara a question, and a 'fantastic ten-minute uproar' had ensued. Speaking to the Mail reporter afterwards, Topham said he had wanted to ask McNamara whether he would urge Castle 'to "democratise" the British Transport Docks Board by substituting an elected workers' council for the businessmen and shipping interests which were at present members'. The Labour councillor who chaired the meeting, Albert Parker, told the reporter that Topham 'is not an asset, in my opinion, to the Labour Party', and accused him of attending the meeting just to 'cause trouble'. If the Mail's coverage is anything to go by, Castle's announcement was seen only as one plotline in the by-election drama. With Labour riven by discord, and Gott's campaign potentially hiving off votes, it wasn't clear that the party would be in a position to fulfil her pledge.
When the by-election came, McNamara increased Labour's majority by nearly four thousand, winning 52 per cent of the vote. Gott came a distant fourth with 253 votes. Soon afterwards, Wilson called a snap general election in which Labour increased its majority to 98 seats. Gott went into what he called a kind of 'exile' at the University of Chile in Santiago, where he took up a research fellowship part-funded by the British Council. Some Whitehall officials were 'horrified' at the 'modest outlay' required to send him there; 'others thought Chile suitably remote.' McNamara remained the MP for Hull North until he retired in 2005.
In its 1966 election manifesto, Labour vowed to continue 'the long process of modernising obsolete procedures and institutions, ending the dominance of vested interests, liberating the forces of youth and building a New Britain'. But rather than abandoning the caution of its first two years in government, the months after its second election victory saw a hasty retreat from a radical programme. After the sterling crisis and the devaluation of the pound in November 1967, the International Monetary Fund was brought in to oversee an austerity programme. The National Plan for industry quickly receded from view; the Department for Economic Affairs limped on before being abolished in 1969. The much delayed Humberside Feasibility Study was published at the end of April that year. It contained proposals for new towns and cities, infrastructure and industrial capacity around the Humber. The construction of the bridge was identified as one of four immediate actions through which 'the area should be prepared for the possibility of major development'. No doubt conscious of the government's financial plight, the study noted that 'major growth on Humberside should not be planned to take place before 1980' and that 'a final decision ... is not needed before 1972, by which time the economic consequences of a decision, both locally and nationally, could be better assessed in the light of new information.' By then, there would have been another general election.
On 30 April 1969, welcoming the release of the study, the minister for economic affairs, Peter Shore, confirmed in the House of Commons that the Humber Bridge would go ahead. Preparatory work would continue - some test drilling had already taken place - and construction of the bridge itself would start in 1972. The estimated cost was PS23 million: PS13 million for the bridge and PS10 million for the approach roads. The money for the roads would come from the central budget, but the bridge, Shore said, would probably be financed through loans secured against toll charges.
After Ted Heath's surprise victory in the 1970 general election some thought the project would be shelved. But the new Conservative government confirmed that the work would go ahead as planned. The 1971 Humber Bridge Act finalised the funding model: a 75 per cent loan from the government, with the remaining 25 per cent to be raised through private loan agreements. When the bridge eventually opened in 1981, it was the longest single-span suspension bridge in the world. Margaret Thatcher had been in office for two years. Rather than an important component in a long-term regional plan, it was now clear that the bridge was the only component in that plan. For much of the 1980s, it was seen by critics as a white elephant. It connected the declining city of Hull with the empty expanses of North Lincolnshire: nowhere with nowhere. The rampant inflation of the 1970s meant that its cost had spiralled. In 2006, Gott claimed that 'it eventually cost PS345m,' but this refers not to the amount the bridge cost to build - around PS90 million - but to the total debt when he wrote his piece. If the bridge was an electoral bribe, it was one that the people of Humberside would end up paying themselves, in the form of toll charges that increased every year for decades. In 2012 the government deferred PS150 million of the debt and halved the toll to PS1.50. Next year the cost for crossings will go up for the first time since then, rising to PS2 for a car. At current rates, the debt should be paid off by 2040.
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His Very Variousness
Ferdinand Mount

3859 wordsIn his middle age 
, during the seventeen years he lodged for long periods at 36 Craven Street, just off the Strand, Benjamin Franklin became addicted to what he called his 'air bath'. Every morning, he would strip naked, throw open the windows and pass half an hour reading or writing in the nude, before dossing down refreshed for another hour or so, sometimes answering the door in the buff to startled postmen. Franklin was a total immerser; he bathed in the cold morning breeze, just as he plunged into the freezing Thames, or wallowed in the company of London wags and wits, or, above all, absorbed himself in his scientific investigations. He was a theorist of everything - swimming, for example. As a boy, he taught himself the different strokes from Melchisedech Thevenot's Art de nager, then devised flippers for his feet (later adopted by Jacques Cousteau) and paddles for his hands. Each fresh experience presented itself to him as an opportunity for experiment. While thousands were weeping at George Whitefield's outdoor meeting in Philadelphia, Franklin, instead of getting closer to hear the preacher better, walked away to reach the limit of Whitefield's voice and so calculate the maximum number of people who could fit within the area - and therefore how many troops a Roman general could have addressed at a time (25,000, he thought).
Despite his podgy physique, he had great strength and stamina. In his prime, he once swam from Cheyne Walk to Blackfriars and thought of opening a swimming school for noblemen. As a printer's apprentice in Boston, he would carry two heavy sets of type up and down stairs while in London his fellow apprentices struggled with a single set. His ingenuity never let up. He was equally resourceful in old age, devising the first bifocals when his sight began to fail. The invention of his which bequeathed the most pleasure to posterity was Franklin's armonica - a development of the old pastime of rubbing wet fingers around the rims of different-sized glasses to produce notes of different pitch. Franklin's treadle spun the glasses, allowing the player to produce the most delightful melodies and attracting composers from Mozart and Beethoven to Saint-Saens and Richard Strauss to write music for the instrument. I once heard Bruno Hoffmann, the most celebrated modern exponent, play his version of Franklin's glass armonica. The sound was unforgettable - piercing, melancholy, otherworldly. And we have not mentioned the brilliant simplicity of Franklin's kite, a pointed wire attached to a silk handkerchief stretched over a wooden frame and tethered to the ground by a length of twine, with a dangling house key to collect the electric charge, which in a thunderstorm in June 1752, in a field just north of Philadelphia, irrefutably showed the connection between lightning and electricity.
Yet, perhaps because of his very variousness, Franklin's biographers often dismiss these devices and discoveries as a string of hobbies, so many diversions from his statesmanship. Gordon Wood, in his Encyclopaedia Britannica article, asserts that 'Franklin never thought science was as important as public service.' More patronising still, Franklin is presented as a tinkerer who didn't really understand the science. Walter Isaacson, in his popular Life, declares that 'Franklin had a feel for the mechanical workings of the world but little appreciation for abstract theories,' and had 'neither the temperament nor the training to be a profound conceptualiser'. Carl Van Doren allots only 27 of his 782 pages to Franklin's science. Esmond Wright's Franklin of Philadelphia gives the subject only 11 of his 400 pages. Even the latest addition, Kevin Hayes's Undaunted Mind, devotes only 20 of 380 pages to what some of these authors seem to think of as Ben's Stinks.
It is Richard Munson's mission to explode these delusions, and he does so with ease and some elegance in his exemplary short Life, which concentrates on Franklin's scientific endeavours. He is supported by Hayes's more extended treatment, which, despite underplaying the science, gives a fascinating account of Franklin's travels and of the piles of books he squirrelled away wherever he went. Between them, they present a portrait of an intellect not to be underestimated, even when Franklin is at his most frolicsome and whimsical. For the ins and outs of his public career, you need also to consult the more political biographies. Hayes has himself published a shorter Life of Franklin for the Reaktion Critical Lives series (2022), where he records the political career in vivid detail, together with a mass of fresh anecdotes and Franklin's coarser jokes, usually about turds and farts. But these two books do, I think, convey the essential truth. Franklin himself made it clear that he preferred talking science with his 'philosophical friends' to discussing politics with 'all the grandees of the earth'. Munson points out the ways in which the great scientists of Franklin's time (and ours) have paid tribute to his originality. Joseph Priestley in his History and Present State of Electricity (1767) declared Franklin's discoveries 'the greatest, perhaps, that have been made in the whole compass of philosophy since the time of Sir Isaac Newton'. Priestley's essay is largely a hymn to Franklin, not only for his discoveries but for the honesty and diffidence of his methods. Franklin encouraged others to build on what he called his 'short hints and imperfect experiments'. Part of practising science was to construct 'many pretty systems' that we 'soon find ourselves obliged to destroy'. Karl Popper or Thomas Kuhn could not have put it better. In fact, Kuhn begins The Structure of Scientific Revolutions by echoing Priestley and identifying Franklin's Experiments and Observations on Electricity as an example of a new and instantly convincing 'paradigm', which 'was sufficiently unprecedented to attract an enduring group of adherents away from other competing modes of scientific activity'. Franklin created a new vocabulary to describe the way electricity works: conductor and insulator, condenser and battery, plus and minus charges. It's not simply that he taught the world how to rig up a lightning conductor (he installed one on his own house and another on St Paul's Cathedral). He was master of the theory too. Kant called him 'the Prometheus of recent times'. It was because he was already an international superstar of science that this provincial printer was invited into the political counsels of great men.
We need to straighten the record, not only for reasons of accuracy but because it may help us to understand better Franklin's years of public service. For the characteristics of his political career - immersion in detail, alertness to the evidence, readiness to be corrected or converted, perseverance, intense practicality and extraordinary energy - are the same as those which mark his scientific investigations. All his life, he remained as open to experience as his bare bottom was to the chilly winds of Craven Street.
How did he acquire this insatiable curiosity, this unruffled coolness? He had, after all, the hardest of beginnings. His father, Josiah, had emigrated to America from a village in Northants in 1683 'to enjoy the exercise of religion with freedom', but his brand of Calvinism was about all he found to enjoy when he got there. Benjamin was the fifteenth of Josiah's seventeen children by two wives. At the age of ten he was taken out of school to help his father scratch a living as a soap boiler. Thereafter, he was the autodidact to outdo all autodidacts. His next, barely more palatable option was to join his elder brother James in his Boston printing works. Josiah had whipped Benjamin regularly, and now James beat him too, for smuggling saucy comment pieces into the New-England Courant under the alias of a worthy widow called Silence Dogood - the first of many noms de plume that Benjamin adopted for his squibs and satires.
When James was briefly banged up for criticising the colony's leaders, his 16-year-old brother found himself in charge of the Courant, and lost no time in making mischief. Mistress Dogood quoted from an essay by 'Cato' in the London Journal which advanced the daring claim that 'without freedom of thought, there can be no such thing as wisdom; and no such thing as publick liberty without freedom of speech.' It was through the cheek of the teenage Franklin that these words began their career in American debate, finishing up inscribed on a wall in the House of Representatives.
After James was released, he was so furious that he not only refused to release his brother from his articles but got him blacklisted by Boston's other printers. Franklin decided to do a runner and persuaded a friend to slip him onto a sloop bound for New York, on the grounds that he had 'got a naughty girl with child' and needed to get out of town. On his return from his subsequent sojourn across the Atlantic, Franklin did in fact father an illegitimate child by an unknown mother. This child, William, was also to father an illegitimate son, Temple Franklin, who did the same thing when he was supposedly under the moral protection of his grandfather in Paris twenty years later. No strait laces about the Franklins, though the biographers seem a little reluctant to point out the coincidence. Franklin himself admitted in his Autobiography that the 'hard-to-be-governed passion of youth had hurried me frequently into intrigues with low women that fell in my way, which were attended with some expense and great inconvenience'. Such lapses he described as 'Errata', out of keeping with the famous programme of self-improvement that he drew up for himself, adding 'Humility' to his twelve original virtues after a Quaker friend informed him of his 'overbearing and rather insolent' attitude. The Autobiography, sadly unfinished, is engaging and self-revealing, but humility is not its salient attribute.
Franklin always knew what he wanted, and was determined to get it. Throughout his penniless youth, he struggled against devious rivals in the printing business and idle and drunken colleagues who often let him down. But he not only managed to build a hugely profitable printing business, which was soon printing the paper currency of the colony (paper money was one of his pet enthusiasms), he also built up a property empire across North America - British officials granted him tracts in Nova Scotia totalling 11,500 acres. At the same time, he began a parallel career as a dispenser of homely wisdom in the annual issues of his Poor Richard's Almanack, stringing out an endless series of adages, some old, some of his own coining, such as 'early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise,' to the delight of his many readers. He was thus both a leading exponent of the new capitalism and one of its most energetic promoters.
Max Weber  leads off his Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism with long quotations from Franklin's Advice to a Young Tradesman and Necessary Hints to Those That Would Be Rich, beginning with his most memorable maxim: 'Remember, that time is money.' Weber claims that Franklin's advice about the way to achieve worldly success, above all financial success, contains the spirit of capitalism 'in almost classical purity and at the same time has the advantage of being free from all direct relationship to religion'. Here, Weber was spot on. From boyhood, Franklin had been bored rigid by sermons and skipped churchgoing as often as he could. The freedom of religion which Josiah had crossed the Atlantic to enjoy was transmuted by his son into a freedom from religion. The world that fascinated him in its every aspect was a world in which God played no part. His missteps were errata, not sins. He plunged into every kind of disputation, except the religious kind. He overflowed with ideas about physics, biology, demography, politics and history - everything but theology.
The driving force behind Poor Richard's advice is always how to make money. This 'philosophy of avarice', as Weber calls it, was to provoke revulsion from poets and novelists down the ages. Keats said that Franklin was 'not a sublime man' but 'a philosophical Quaker full of mean and thrifty maxims'. He was not literally a Quaker, but he moved among the Quakers of Philadelphia and shared their hostility to ostentation and ritual as well as their thirst for money-making. As Malcolm Muggeridge put it, 'Quakers cater to the minor vices.' Cadbury, Fry and Rowntree cornered the chocolate market. In the West Indies, Quakers planted tobacco too, or rather their slaves did. Britain's great banks were often founded by Quakers - the Barclays, Lloyds and Gurneys (though Gurney's came to a spectacular sticky end).
For Sinclair Lewis, Franklin was the incarnation of Babbitry and American materialism. D.H. Lawrence called Franklin 'the pattern American, this dry, moral, utilitarian little democrat', who 'has done more to ruin old Europe than any Russian nihilist' (although elsewhere in his Studies in Classic American Literature, Lawrence discovers other Americans who are quite different but no less American, such as Poe, Whitman and Melville). Nowhere is Lawrence's denunciation of Franklin's inadequacy as a human being more scorching than where he seizes on Resolution Number Twelve: 'chastity: Rarely use venery but for health or offspring.' You cannot help feeling that Lawrence had a point.
But when we turn to Franklin's political life, things look rather different: his coolness, his attention to facts, his freedom from prejudgment, even his indifference to religion, appear rather as strengths. He was drawn into public life by his philanthropy, which was instinctive and genuine. He invited friends to join him in founding a subscription library for Philadelphia, not much more than an overgrown village at the time, then a hospital, a fire brigade, an academy: all founded on the voluntary principle and some destined to become great national institutions (the Library of Congress, the University of Pennsylvania). When settlers on the frontier were menaced by French troops with the support of local tribes, Franklin overcame the pacifist objections of the Quakers who controlled the assembly and raised a militia, which he then led into combat, despite his total lack of military experience. In fact, he devised, almost singlehandedly, the public institutions of the colony. And when Pennsylvania ran into a financial impasse, owing to the inflexible greed of the brothers Penn, absentee landlords who lacked the public spirit of their founding father and refused to pay the taxes urgently needed to protect the colony, it was Franklin, still at this point a loyal subject of King George, who was sent to London to do the pleading. In Europe, he met all the great figures of the day: Voltaire, Condorcet, Marie-Antoinette, Captain Cook, Boswell, Johnson (on 1 May 1760, at a meeting to promote 'the education of Negroes in America'). He also met the exponents of the free market Adam Smith and Bernard Mandeville. But though he delighted in their company, he scarcely needed to pick their brains; they only told him what he already thought.
What Franklin did not fully appreciate was the huge gulf now beginning to separate the Americans from the British. He was at the start of a rapid and uncomfortable conversion from British loyalist to American patriot. This process began with his meeting with Lord Granville, president of the Privy Council. Granville was no blockheaded aristo; he was an educated bon viveur, who had won the friendship and admiration of Jonathan Swift during his spell in Ireland as Lord Lieutenant. Swift said that at Christ Church, Oxford, 'with a singularity scarce to be justified, he carried away more Greek, Latin and philosophy than properly became a person of his rank'; he was also almost the only English nobleman able to speak German to the king. Both Munson and Hayes report the significance of this interview, but to get the full impact, we need to quote Franklin's own account in his Autobiography. Granville does not hesitate to lay it on the line:
You Americans have wrong ideas of the nature of your constitution; you contend that the king's instructions to his governors are not laws, and think yourselves at liberty to regard or disregard them at your own discretion. But those instructions are not like the pocket instructions given to a minister going abroad, for regulating his conduct in some trifling point of ceremony. They are first drawn up by judges learned in the laws; they are then considered, debated, and perhaps amended in Council, after which they are signed by the king. They are then, so far as they relate to you, the law of the land, for the king is the legislator of the Colonies.

Franklin gives as good as he gets:
I told his lordship that this was new doctrine to me. I had always understood from our charters that our laws were to be made by our assemblies, to be presented indeed to the king for his royal assent, but that being once given the king could not repeal or alter them. And as the assemblies could not make permanent laws without his assent, so neither could he make a law for them without theirs. He assured me I was totally mistaken.

Until this meeting, it seems that Franklin hoped it might still be possible to break the financial impasse with the appalling Penn brothers, perhaps with a nudge from the British government. Now he began to grasp the imperial mindset. The British ruling class - and most of the British public - did not know who the Americans were, and did not want to know. From now on, he became a tireless propagandist for the colonies. In 1766, he testified eloquently to the House of Commons against the Stamp Act, and helped to get it repealed, but only at the cost of the Declaratory Act, passed in the wake of the repeal, which asserted that Parliament had 'full power and authority to make laws and statutes of sufficient force and validity to bind the colonies and people of America ... in all cases whatsoever'.
From there, it was not such a long step to his serving on the committee, with Jefferson, to draft the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms. In due course, this reluctant nationalist would become the only man to help draft and sign all four of the crucial documents in the evolution of the United States: the Declaration of Independence, the treaty of alliance with France, the Treaty of Paris which brought the war to an end and the Constitution. At each stage, however, he was led to the next step by the logic of the situation rather than by passion. To the end, he remained a rational patriot.
Nor did peace or old age bring his campaigning to an end. In youth, he had imbibed the racism of his time. He argued that the emerging country should be limited to the English and the Indians, 'the lovely White and Red', and exclude Blacks and Germans, whom he derided as 'Palatine Boors who will never adopt our language or customs'. 'Perhaps I am partial to the complexion of my country, for such kind of partiality is natural to mankind.' The Franklins kept slaves, and Benjamin took two with him to England. When one of them ran away, Franklin hauled him back to Craven Street, just as Jefferson did when his slaves ran away from Monticello. But after their slave-boy Othello died in Philadelphia in 1760, neither Franklin nor his wife, Deborah, ever bought another. Both were by now convinced abolitionists. When a gang of louts from Paxton, a village on the Pennsylvania frontier, massacred some Susquehanna Indians and marched on Philadelphia to kill the Indians there, Franklin organised the city's defence, confronted the gang and persuaded them to disperse. He followed up this act of personal bravery with what John Updike called 'Franklin's fiercest and most eloquent pamphlet', A Narrative of the Late Massacres in Lancaster County. During the Revolutionary Wars, the anti-slavery cause was put on hold. At the Constitutional Convention, Franklin decided against proposing an anti-slavery provision, fearing that it would tear apart the fragile union. Yet just before he died, as president of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery, he did petition Congress to end this 'perpetual bondage'. Munson is surely right in surmising that Franklin was not surprised when the proposal was denounced and defeated. He was, if you like, putting down a marker for the future.
In the end, after all the japes and jaunts, all the inventions and excursions, there remains a certain emotional chill in Franklin, nowhere more so than in his treatment of Deborah, his common-law wife. They could not marry legally, because she had a runaway husband, a bad lot who might still be alive and whom she had only married because Franklin had broken off their earlier courtship and breezed off to Europe, where he was to spend years of their married life, including the final years when she was dying and longing to see him. He crossed the Atlantic eight times, but never thought of doing so when she was in extremis, nor is there any record of his grief after her death. Some of his earlier biographers (though not these two) exult when their man is free of this provincial woman with her hot temper and appalling spelling. You cannot help feeling that his affection for her did not run very deep, but that he was conscious of how much he owed her. She was, after all, an extremely capable manager of his printing works and other businesses; she adopted his illegitimate son, William; and she helped open a school for Black children in Philadelphia while he was gallivanting with savants and society hostesses in London and Paris.
For all Franklin's human or inhuman failings, there is no doubting his legacy. You can see it in the robustness of the Constitution (now being stress-tested as never since the Civil War), which owes so much to Franklin's meticulous labours on the finer details during the Convention, and to his willingness to change his mind. This was illustrated by what came to be called the Connecticut Compromise, under which the House of Representatives would be elected on the basis of population while states would hold equal votes in the Senate, and only the House could originate spending bills while the Senate would confirm executive officers. In a broader sense, it was Franklin's longstanding insistence that the states must join together in a full-hearted union that helped to create what he called 'Americanness'. At the same time, we cannot dodge Franklin's unique two-fold contribution to the spirit of American life: on the one hand, its glorification of acquisitiveness; on the other, its technological zest. The tech bros, those inventive billionaires, with their insatiable greed and their intergalactic gizmos, are Franklin's inheritors. And, like it or not, in the notorious photographs of them crowding into Trump's second inauguration, we are seeing Franklin's version of the American dream.
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The Job
T.J. Clark

1830 words[image: ] Jabalia in northern Gaza, January 2025.




'We make the best weapons in the world, and we've got a lot of them,' Trump told the Knesset on 13 October.
And we've given a lot to Israel, frankly. Bibi would call me so many times, 'Can you get me this weapon, that weapon, that weapon?' Some of 'em I never heard of, Bibi, and I made 'em! [Laughter] But we'd get 'em here, wouldn't we, huh? And they're the best. They are the best. And you used them well. It also takes people that know how to use them, and you obviously used them very well. What a job! What a job you've done ... Those are just a few of the reasons why I am proud to be the best friend that Israel has ever had.

Many things about the society of the spectacle are now so familiar that hashing them over gets tedious. We're all tired of apocalypse-speak. Nonetheless, the spectacle still has a few surprises up its sleeve. Some corners of the 'social', hitherto allowed their primitive ethnologies, are suddenly being pulled into the present. Politics, for instance - what has to be hidden, and what has now not to be hidden, in the conduct of a state. Political hypocrisy, that essential lubricant, seems to be under threat.
Trump's speech to the Knesset, or at least the part quoted here, wasn't widely reported. I see why. It may have been (strange times we live in) a case of genuine media revulsion. Readers need the newsroom to skim off obscenities. But it's hard to imagine the Murdoch boys having an attack of good taste. No doubt fear of the oil-slick charge of antisemitism was more to the point. Trump, the genius of detournement, delights in saying out loud what the 'lunatic left' is accused (by Trump's friends) of whispering behind its hands. You can feel him daring his real enemy - the media mainstream - to repeat the charges.
In the Knesset speech, after crowing over his first administration's recognition of Jerusalem as Israel's capital, Trump had fun outing the AIPAC purchasers of the US political class. 'Isn't that right, Miriam?' he shouted over to the widow of the Las Vegas billionaire Sheldon Adelson.
Miriam and Sheldon would come into the [Oval] Office ... I think they had more trips to the White House than anybody else ... Look at her, sitting there so innocently. She's got sixty billion in the bank. Sixty billion. [Laughter.] I think she's saying 'No, more!' And she loves Israel ... Her husband was a very aggressive man, but I loved him ... very supportive of me. And he'd call up: 'Can I come over and see you?' I'd say: 'Sheldon, I'm the president of the United States, it doesn't work that way.' [No laughter at this point.] He'd come in ... they were very responsible for so much.

This is what we are supposed to believe has always happened - behind closed doors. When the master of spectacle glories in telling us we've been right, especially about the just past and the glorious present, isn't it clear that 'politics' is shedding a skin?
What, then, is the politics of the spectacle at present? A politics where nothing is hidden? (Or none of the things that used to be.) Why did such a politics come into existence, however fitfully, and why has it so quickly shrugged aside the previous protocols and constraints on state action? The following questions make a beginning.
What would politics be like in an age where one empire continued to hold sway over the 'international community', as it had done for three or four generations, but had to react to its power weakening and sputtering, except in the realm of representation? Such an empire would, I think, stake everything on that remaining power, and treat us endlessly to the spectacle of its own dissolution. It would do so because it realised that its primacy in the matter of style - its ability to draw politics into the realm of celebrity and meme-esis, where its power remained absolute - was one to which its economic rivals had no answer. (They try, God knows. Those with strong stomachs might look online for recent Chinese high-pop renderings of the 'Internationale'.) And style - more and more, given the present state of the market - is hard currency.
What would politics be like in an age in which the economy - in other words, capitalism, its worldwide web stretched tight - had become absolutely preponderant? That is, where politicians no longer had control, or even the pretence of control, over the key decisions affecting their societies, their ways of arranging or reconstructing human interaction, their direction of travel. And this powerlessness had become part of spectacle - dramatised in the 'rule of the bond market' etc.
Politics would then be about war. It would retreat to the realm where the state still called the shots. 'What a job you've done.'
What would a politics be like that was obliged at last to be fully part - helmsman and figurehead, spokesman and step-'n'-fetch-it - not just of capitalism, but of capitalism as form of life, capitalism as terminator of anything resembling society?
This question more or less answers itself. It would be like Trump. It would flaunt its emptiness. The Alaska red carpet, the poker game with the Nobel committee, the Kirk apotheosis, surrender in the tariff war with China, the bunker busters that didn't. It is precisely the lack of substance here that's the point. Look what I can do to politics!
Many of us had been waiting to see what a society would look like once consumerism had done its work, pumping out its pathogens long enough for 'consumer society' to be a completed reality, not just a convenient label. Now we know. But questions remain. Why is political visibility the imperative - with the word being a synonym for stream-of-politics, non-stop 'events', blurted overtness, un-secrecy, 'great television'? Why in particular is Trump so confident that washing his empire's dirty linen in public, gloating over genocide, widening his eyes at the thrill of mass murder, is now what can be done, and must be done, if power is to preserve itself?
The master is aware that the electorate disapproves. Polls in the US are agog at the collapse of support for Israel. Once scurrilous stories about AIPAC and its congressional 'representatives' have become internet staples, leaking into talk shows and podcasts. And the world? Think of the maestro on a roll in Jerusalem, riding the thermal of the rest of the world's disgust. 'Can you get me this weapon, that weapon, that weapon? Some of 'em I never heard of, Bibi, and I made 'em! But we'd get 'em here, wouldn't we, huh? And they're the best.'
Of course he cares about the polls. He cares about polls and dollars. The polls told him to tell Bibi to stop his war in Gaza or appear to; and he did. AIPAC had the wind up. But that still leaves us with the spectacle of Trump gloating in public over mass destruction and the purchase of a political class. He knows that everything he says is reported, even if not in the New York Times. He wants the world to know he knows what politics consists in, and that his politics is moving the business ('the job') into the open.
It's like George Eliot's story 'The Lifted Veil'. Suddenly the inner thoughts of power are projected onto the screen in everyone's hand - all the drivelling banalities, the selfishness, the contempt for others, the lack of interest in anything the world has to offer except personal gain, the malice, the ignorance, the ludicrous certainties. Many liberals were shocked, I gather, by Stephen Miller's homily at the memorial for Charlie Kirk:
The day that Charlie died the angels wept. But those tears have been turned into fire in our hearts ... When I see [Kirk's wife] Erika and her strength and her courage, I'm reminded of a famous expression. The storm whispers to the warrior that you cannot withstand my strength and the warrior whispers back, I am the storm ...
We are the storm. And our enemies cannot comprehend our strength ... Our lineage and our legacy hails back to Athens, to Rome, to Philadelphia, to Monticello. Our ancestors built the cities. They produced the art and architecture. They built the industry ...
The light will defeat the dark. We will prevail over the forces of wickedness and evil. They cannot imagine what they have awakened ...
And to those trying to incite violence against us, those trying to foment hatred against us, what do you have? You have nothing. You are nothing. You are wickedness. You are jealousy. You are envy. You are hatred. You are nothing. You can build nothing. You can produce nothing. You can create nothing ...
And what will you leave behind? Nothing. Nothing. To our enemies: you have nothing to give. You have nothing to offer. You have nothing to share but bitterness. We have beauty. We have light. We have goodness. We have determination. We have vision. We have strength. We built the world that we inhabit now ... You cannot terrify us. You cannot frighten us. You cannot threaten us. Because we are on the side of goodness. We are on the side of God.
And I promise you my friend, I promise you my brother, we will prove worthy of your sacrifice. We will prove worthy of your time on earth. We will make you proud. We will finish the job.

Well, it's not the Gettysburg Address. But shouldn't we be exulting at being recognised? Shouldn't we be laughing at Miller's chiliastics? And didn't Miller have it right? We're not beautiful. We don't build things. At present we have nothing to share but bitterness. We're nothing, really. We don't have it in us to do the Gaza job.
Isn't it a step forward to have politics become openly hysterical, godly, content-free, the last bit of air pumped out of the inter-state vacuum? You're not regretting the exit of the grown-ups from the room, are you? Remember who they were. Remember what they did. Look at the civilian-to-combatant death ratio for the Battle of Mosul. (A good battle.) Why should we be leaving such facts to Israel's apologists? On this measure, the apologists are right: Gaza is what grown-ups with weapons - 'this weapon, that weapon, that weapon' - have always done.
We are nothing, and they have the drones: that sums it up. And don't put your money on Marx's 'but we must be everything' to complete Miller's sentence. 'Everything' is the world just round the corner, in full eco-collapse. Wait till post-Trump politics gets hold of that.
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Bejesuited
Malcolm Gaskill

3367 wordsIn the autumn  of 2013, archaeologists digging beneath the chancel of a ruined church in Jamestown, Virginia, discovered four graves. They belonged to some of the earliest inhabitants of England's first permanent colony in America. One was for Ferdinando Wainman, a member of the Virginia Governor's Council; another for Robert Hunt, the church's first minister and chaplain of the expedition that founded Jamestown. Hunt was an Anglican, naturally, given that the town was established in 1607 not just as a commercial plantation and trading post, but as a bulwark of Protestant Christianity against Catholic Spain. It was also a base from which to proselytise local Powhatans, pitied as benighted pagans. The other two graves were of military captains: William West, killed fighting the Powhatans, and Gabriel Archer, an enemy of Captain John Smith, a self-aggrandising swashbuckler and leader of the Virginia Colony. All four died between 1608 or 1610, years remembered as 'the starving time', when desperate colonists first ate snakes and frogs, then boots and belts, and finally one another.
Among the artefacts found at the site - the church was built inside the fort - was a small silver box, hexagonal in section, which had been placed on Archer's coffin. The coffin itself had rotted away leaving just an outline of nails, but wooden fibres stuck to the silver box indicated its original position. It rattled, but had been sealed shut by corrosion. A conservator spent a hundred hours scraping off verdigris with a scalpel, exposing scratched markings that looked like ears of wheat - symbols of hunger, perhaps, but more likely fletched arrows, reminders of attacks on the Jamestown stockade or a nod to Archer's name. A micro-CT scan revealed two fragments of a tiny lead flask inside and some bone splinters, which when 3D-printed appeared to be human. The flask was clearly an ampulla, which once would have contained holy water or oil, even blood. The silver box was a reliquary.
Had it been discovered on the other side of the Atlantic it would have attracted relatively little attention: a Catholic devotional object in a Catholic grave. Born in the parish of Mountnessing in Essex in 1575, Archer grew up in a time of intense religious unease, as Elizabeth I and her ministers strove to define Protestant orthodoxy and impose it on the English people. Far from unifying the nation, the 1558 Act of Uniformity hardened divisions between Catholic diehards and Calvinist reformers, who themselves split into compliant Anglicans and puritan critics of the Church of England's liturgical fudges. Some parishioners morphed into willing Protestants; defiant Catholics - recusants - refused to attend services; other Catholics, so-called 'church papists', showed their faces while their thoughts remained elsewhere; and puritans either stayed home to dwell on prayer and scripture, or dutifully took their pews and harrumphed about it. Archer's parents, Christopher and Mary, were recusants, fined for their obstinacy, but this wasn't so heinous or uncommon in Reformation England. It's easy to imagine some friend or relative of the old faith slipping a sacred token into one of their graves.
Their son Gabriel, however, died in America, where the entrenched assumption is that there weren't any English Catholic settlers - or not outside Maryland, a colony founded in 1634 by a Catholic grandee and named after Charles I's Catholic wife. Even British readers familiar with the legend of Pocahontas - baptised an Anglican in the church at Jamestown - and the puritan folklore of Thanksgiving might be surprised by the existence of colonists like Archer: colonial America just feels so Protestant, and Protestant tradition and identity so ingrained, down to the Founding Fathers and beyond. John Adams himself remarked in 1765 that Catholics and Jacobites in his land were 'as rare as a Comet or an Earthquake', an exaggeration of a widespread opinion that evolved into a historiographical fact. Hadn't English puritans fled persecution by a weakly reformed state? Wasn't the arrival of the Mayflower at Plymouth Rock in 1620 all about freedom of conscience, far from an established church sick with popish ceremonial? The 1630s saw the 'great migration' led by the Rome-hating John Winthrop, whose 'city on the hill' sermon has echoed through many inaugural presidential speeches. The God who blessed change in England and English colonisation in America was indisputably a Protestant God. By this prescription, strands of myth, memory and history were twisted together into a heroic, uncomplicated, misleading skein.
The assumption of Protestantism is built on another, even shakier notion: that early colonial ventures were coherent and uniform in intent and method. Elizabeth I had been a sceptical imperialist, keener on plundering Spanish bullion ships than on paying for soldiers to carve out a corner of a foreign field three thousand miles away in Chesapeake Bay. James I, king during the Jamestown experiment (the plantation was named in his honour), was similarly minded to give his blessing to overseas projects only if they didn't cost him anything. Everything was done on a wing and a prayer. The joint stock companies on which transatlantic ventures depended never had enough time or money, and the first settlers were too aggressive and un-farmer-like, their replacements too young and feckless, and all of them too male. Calamity ensued. Before a vainglorious colonist was ready to learn from his mistakes he was dead. Men were suspicious of one another and quarrelled, partly because they came from different social classes and regions. Planting the flag of St George in that heathen swamp possibly galvanised a little patriotism, but being English wasn't enough to bind them.
Even ten or twenty years later, the English still hadn't cracked colonisation - forced compromise continued to cloud the visions that inspired them. The Pilgrims had made up the numbers on the Mayflower with 'strangers': graceless reprobates, in Calvinist eyes - flies in the ointment from day one. Among the Stour Valley saints in Winthrop's fleets were scores of economic migrants of dubious religious probity or none. Not being pious Protestants wasn't their only moral deficiency: many were steeped in sin. Even Rev. Hunt of Jamestown had been involved in sex scandals at home in Kent (his wife had an affair and he slept with a servant), not that you would guess it from the distinctly un-Protestant shrine where he is today revered in Jamestown.
The history of 17th-century England - its dreaming as well as its discord - is crucial to understanding the early colonies. It constitutes much more than backstory to what, from an exceptionalist standpoint, seems like the main event: the birth of modern America. Diversity in New England reflected that of the mother country, where, as Susan Juster suggests, we should see post-Reformation conformity as 'an ambiguous terrain composed of multiple shades of grey' rather than some 'bright line' of separation between Catholics and Protestants. The closer one gets to the mosaic of faith, the more intricate it appears.
To spot a Catholic, Juster writes, you need to know what to look for and yet should expect the definition to be fuzzy. It once seemed reasonable to state that England became a Protestant country in 1559, as if legislative fiat was all that mattered. The story of the grassroots Reformation in the shires and villages is very different, one of conformity hindered by resistance, bemusement and indifference. Historians such as Christopher Haigh, Alexandra Walsham and Peter Marshall have reconstructed a social world of coexistence between people of different faiths, who lived what Haigh once called 'an ambidextrous religious life'. This inclination to 'get along and get by' was exported to the New World along with the fractions of English belief, where it thrived because the importance of co-operation was brutally existential. Men such as John Smith and Gabriel Archer had more than enough to argue about - chiefly, how to stay alive - without worrying about each other's views on ecclesiastical vestments and altar rails.
Mingling with 'the hotter sort of Protestants' - as the Marian exile Perceval Wiburn termed puritans - were a 'cooler sort of Catholics', ordinary English folk quietly observing old religious customs, inoffensive, willing to adapt to doctrinal change. We tend not to notice them because, by not taking a stand, they weren't censured and so left no trace in the archives. A Catholic who attended services held by Protestant clergy, and never doubted that the Eucharist was a sacramental miracle (truly transubstantial, not just a symbolic remembrance of Christ's sacrifice), was to all outward appearances a Protestant. And Elizabeth I was fine with that: obedience to her command was what mattered.
Like most cultural historians of religion, Juster cares about interiority - the personal experience of faith - but her sources don't say much about it. Instead she travels imaginatively beyond a taxonomy to see religion as it was performed in daily life: nuanced, shifting, workaday and open to interpretation. Archer might have owned the reliquary in his grave, or it might have belonged to someone else. It could have been brought to Jamestown by a Frenchman hired to direct, in vain, the production of wine or silk: the box's relatively low silver content indicates a Continental rather than English origin. (The Virginia governor's secretary later complained about a viticulturist, who was probably French and possibly a spy, trying 'to worke myracles w[i]th his Crucyfixe'.) Perhaps Archer died with a heart more loyal to the fledgling Church of England in America than to Pope Paul V or the Virgin Mary. It's even possible that his primary identity wasn't religious, but that of an English adventurer and trusty servant of the king in Whitehall. Uniting these men in adversity, and for posterity, was their patriotic courage in confronting the dangers that sent them so wantonly to the common grave of Juster's title.
Not only are the written records patchy and laconic, but transatlantic Catholics tried hard to conceal their beliefs. Jesuit missionaries went under assumed names and said Mass in locked, shuttered rooms (or, among Native Americans, in 'wigwam chapels'). The clandestine nature of Catholic devotion explains why evidence of its material culture is so valuable. Happily, the visual and tangible mediation of worship - the believer's involvement in the hallowed drama of the sacraments - has left more artefacts than Protestantism with its iconoclasm and faith-alone abstractions. There are rare texts, such as the directory of Jesuit aliases in Georgetown University Library and an inventory of altar vessels from early 19th-century Pennsylvania; there are also the vessels themselves, as well as hand bells and chalices, made from tin or pewter by missionaries in the field and easily stowed in saddlebags. As with all colonial things, improvisation was vital. Personal items such as saints' medallions, crucifixes, amulets and rosaries also survive. Juster speculates that not all of the European beads discovered by archaeologists were used to trade with Native Americans.
Continuity between the Old World and the New was, in this respect, seamless. Mudlarks on the Thames foreshore often find medieval pilgrims' badges, which were associated with specific shrines and siphoned off thaumaturgical power. These souvenirs included lead ampullae, like the one found at Jamestown. Driven to propitiate gods and spirits, worshippers burned, buried or immersed such votives - there was a chapel to St Thomas Becket on Old London Bridge. The lid of the box containing the Jamestown ampulla was inscribed with a capital 'M', which might have been the owner's initial, or stood for 'Mary', akin to the apotropaic double-Vs, thought to stand for 'Virgin of Virgins', carved into English buildings.
Before the Reformation, priests might well have smiled on such markings; afterwards, ministers were more likely to condemn them as superstitious charms. And yet many in their flocks continued with the old thoughts and ways. Even puritans visited magic-dispensing cunning folk (publicly shamed as 'witches' by church courts), especially when a family member lay sick - belt and braces in case prayers went unanswered. After all, Calvinists were conflicted souls, as wretchedly self-doubting as they were bombastically self-righteous. Denied the comfort of sensory rituals, they remained just as emotionally needy as their unreformed ancestors and, indeed, their living friends and relatives. The age of divine miracles had passed, they insisted, but many craved physical, visible providences - omens in the sky, confirmed prophesies, uncanny deliverances - and personal engagement with God's design. Sometimes, an inner voice whispered, it made more sense to be a Catholic. All of which is another reminder that Protestants and Catholics, in England and America, were positioned on a finely shaded spectrum, not separated into two defined camps glowering at each other across an ideological no-man's-land.
By switching  historical lenses, Juster reveals a panorama of colonial activity and expansion, a world teeming with Catholics. Relatively few of them were English, but colonisation was far from being a uniquely English enterprise, England's hegemony on the eastern seaboard notwithstanding. North America was a European melting pot long before Ellis Island, and however much dynamism was injected by diversity, tensions were inevitable. Friction between Protestants and Catholics was most bitter where religion mapped onto nationality, a colonial extension of the principle of 'cuius regio, eius religio' ('whoever governs the realm decides its religion'), cemented in the Holy Roman Empire by the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. And yet the abiding issue was not confessional chauvinism but xenophobic competition between trading nations. There was also a racial element to the antipathy. 'Even Catholic historians,' Juster observes, 'slip into the habit of ignoring recusants who were neither white nor Anglo in their histories of the faith.'
French colonies, mostly situated in what is now Canada, were brought under the aegis of Louis XIV in 1663, a rival power bloc thumbing its nose at conceited Albion. New France was of course full of Catholics, many of whom migrated south in search of land and work. It's hard to imagine that the average English colonist much cared, but those who governed him or her did: councils and congregations in America, the Crown and its ministers in London. French priests, puritans sneered, converted Native Americans with ease because their rituals were so similar. The devil bound them. Protestant missionaries, meanwhile, had to teach indigenous people to speak and read English, and even then couldn't be sure that they had understood the gospels correctly.
Catholic conquerors in the Americas certainly did win allegiance from tribes and nations by exploiting the potential for religious syncretism. Wooden monuments - perhaps no more than sacred trees - were fashioned into giant crosses, and deistic trinities given a Christian makeover. So desperate were puritans to distance themselves from popish idolatry that settlers at Salem, Massachusetts, ripped the red cross of St George from their flag, which they despised as a 'badge of the Whore of Babylon'. Shuddering to hear of a plantation called Hue's Cross, John Winthrop renamed it Hue's Folly. Some English rustics set up maypoles, which delighted their Indian neighbours but were cut down by the same puritans who had cut them down as pagan totems in Merrie England. During Anglo-French fighting in the 1690s, by contrast, Jesuits reputedly led Algonquian and Mohawk allies into battle, consecrated banners flying, censers swinging - all the old beguiling gubbins of a corrupted faith.
At the same time, the European proxy wars of the later 17th century were bad for business. English planters had to keep exporting raw materials and crops, such as tobacco, and they had to tolerate porous borders because they allowed exchange with merchants, many of whom were French, Spanish or Portuguese Catholics. Even so, puritans worried about religious contamination. In 1700 the godly paragon Cotton Mather, who had supported the revolt in New England against the Catholic James II's governor, Edmund Andros, declared that the commonwealth was in danger of becoming 'bejesuited'. Yet Mather, like all prosperous Englishmen in America, thrived on trade. It's telling that although colonists did good business with the Dutch - on paper, staunch Protestant allies - they hated them too, especially after England and Holland went to war in 1652, 1665 and 1672. To complicate things further, the influx of English Quakers, whose habits were about as far from Catholicism as possible, also upset puritans, to whom they posed the same kind of existential threat as swarms of Catholics.
The demand for labour in English colonies also meant hordes of indentured servants arriving from the British Isles, including, after 1650, Catholic Irish men and women. On the island of Montserrat, known as 'the Emerald Isle of the Caribbean', the greater part of the white population was Irish. Barbados, too, was a busy hub of Anglo-Irish enterprise, which became problematic only after the Glorious Revolution, when Catholic worship was again seen as flaunting disloyalty to the Crown, now in the person of the Protestant William III, who had chased James II from the English throne. The dilemma for England was that the exploited people whose labour gave value to overseas territories - disaffected white servants, including transported felons, and African slaves - were indispensable yet feared as potential fifth columnists ready to assist a foreign invader, who, as it happened, was likely to come from a Catholic nation.
Into the 18th century, Anglicans in Virginia, Maryland, Massachusetts and elsewhere fretted about Irish immigrants, a moral panic adjacent to the 'great replacement theory' of modern times. The dread was intensified by the fact that slaves brought north from the West Indies and Florida had been baptised Catholic by Spanish and French missionaries, thus in the paranoid Protestant imagination doubling down on a latent subversiveness. England's colonies were conceived as an outlier of the state, where, before permanent garrisons were established, imperial sovereignty could be defended only by sending a fleet of Redcoats, which took eight weeks if you were lucky. Less hysterically, Irish fishermen and stevedores in Newfoundland and Maine were associated with drunken disorder. One sea captain complained to the Council of Trade that Protestants in northern parts dreaded the winter months when 'papists' had nothing to do except paint the ports red. As in England, the demonisation of Catholics could be literal. In 1688 Goody Glover, an Irish-speaking housekeeper in Boston, was hanged for witchcraft after fluffing her recitation of the Lord's Prayer. And at Salem a few years later, the domestic servant of a suspected witch, the interestingly named Margaret Thacher, was implicated in the theft of a Catholic book to use for a maleficent spell.
The confluence of beliefs and practices between Catholicism and Protestantism, in England and the Americas, and even between colonial Christianity and native polytheistic, animistic faiths, belies the existence of a distinct typology. Hard lines are polemical ideals, observed mainly in the breach because religion is more pragmatic than programmatic, a toolkit for life's problems and a gateway to the sublime. 'For this is man's nature,' the Tudor minister George Gifford lamented, 'that where he is persuaded that there is the power to bring prosperity and adversity, there will he worship.' In any early modern context, but above all in an adverse colonial one, reality made mincemeat of the theory. Cavaliers mocked Roundheads as hypocrites because puritans, whether in East Anglia or the Massachusetts Bay Colony, were always better at enforcing God's laws than abiding by them. Despite this, successive Great Awakenings, between the early 18th and later 20th centuries, prove that good puritan genes have been passed down through generations of American culture, manifesting in a fondness for unabashed public piety and the invocation of divine providence.
Yet more proof surfaced this September at the memorial event for Charlie Kirk, conducted with much patriotic pageantry at a sports stadium in Glendale, Arizona. Donald Trump anointed Kirk as a blessed martyr to American liberty, and J.D. Vance prophesied a 21st-century Great Awakening, a revival that would celebrate Kirk's life and appeal to the saviour he followed for guidance and protection. Today around a quarter of US citizens identify as Roman Catholic - a proportion that has remained constant for fifty years or more - but one suspects that their Christianity, however sincere and devout, wouldn't fully qualify them to take part in Vance's revival. Despite Vance's own conversion to Catholicism, making America great again, as a corporate, self-assured, in-your-face campaign, seems like a Protestant crusade.
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At the V&A
At the V&A
'Marie-Antoinette Style'

1113 words[image: ]Monogrammed bracelet clasps (c.1770).




She is  the queen of excess, who teaches us the lessons of history with shepherdess costumes and lace ruffles. Marie-Antoinette, consort to Louis XVI of France, frolicked her way to revolution and death by guillotine. Her blithe irresponsibility is on display at the V&A (until 22 March) and in the accompanying catalogue, which captures the show's aesthetic appeal.
The exhibition delights. So many pastel skirt billows contrasting with tightly laced bodies. Such big hair and such tiny mules! Turning a conservation requirement for low lighting into dark drama, the curator, Sarah Grant, has created a tableau of gleaming clothing, sparkling jewellery, paintings and prints. Almost no all-white muslin gowns survive from the late 18th century, though they have been immortalised in countless portraits. Grant has obtained the loan of one, from the Musee de la toile de Jouy. Meticulous research hides behind some seemingly obvious juxtapositions, such as a real striped jacket and its exact double worn by Marie-Antoinette in a portrait of 1788 by Adolf Ulrik Wertmuller. Little remains of Marie-Antoinette's actual clothing: a shoe, a chemise, a skirt fragment.
Mirrored cases alternate with entrancing kaleidoscopic videos. One minute, the exhibition stages front and rear views of rare treasures, such as the vast-skirted silver brocade wedding gown worn by Hedvig Elisabeth Charlotta, later queen of Sweden, and probably modelled on Marie-Antoinette's wedding dress. The next minute, clips of costumes by Milena Canonero for Sofia Coppola's Marie-Antoinette (2006) flicker overhead. And then, a guillotine blade in a blood-red alcove yanks delectation out of reverie. The shudder of horror marks the mid-point of the show's arc.
'Costume exhibitions' have become increasingly valuable aspects of museum programming in recent years. Perhaps 'costume' indicates that, as time passes, the outfits with which we negotiate the relationship between our all-too-living bodies and our all-too-real societies eventually look like arbitrary carapaces. Costumes or not, the subject of clothing reaches the broader audiences museums long for. Even the glacial Louvre thawed for an exhibition of clothing this year, Louvre Couture. The Metropolitan Museum's most attended exhibitions in recent years have been about clothing, perhaps because dress has the capacity to make design and history both accessible and personal. Many galleries, and almost every period room, could be improved with a few correctly chosen and installed outfits - or, in the language of social media, 'fit checks'. The very existence of such a word tells us the field of art history should wake up and welcome clothing into its fold.
The catalogue captures all the visual attraction of the exhibition; the text, however, would have benefited from a closer reading of Caroline Weber's Queen of Fashion: What Marie-Antoinette Wore to the Revolution (2006). Weber understood the difference between an explanation and an excuse. She turned away from monarchist blather about a queen's martyrdom or the glories of privilege and instead offered a credible account of a very young bride whose sexually dysfunctional husband prevented her from fulfilling her only obligation: providing an heir to the French Crown. Weber lets her readers consider Marie-Antoinette's decisions as errors in judgment whose consequences would be disastrous, not only for herself but also for her family, and for France. Frustrated and foolish, she ignored her mother's advice to moderate her impulses and distracted herself with fashion - expensive fashion. She regularly spent more than twice her annual allowance on apparel. In 1776 she bought so many diamonds from the jeweller Charles Boehmer that she owed him 550,000 livres. The 400,000 livres' worth of diamonds and pearls on which her trousseau money had been spent in 1770 and the two million livres' worth of jewels she was given that year by her new family were only the start.
[image: ]Manolo Blahnik 'Antoinetta' shoes (2005).




The V&A seems intent on shutting off consequences: the exhibition only occasionally and by omission, but the catalogue frequently. Sums of money are cited without any suggestion of their value. It might have been helpful to point out, for example, that 550,000 livres was almost two thousand times the annual income of a skilled craftswoman. Early on, the show makes the revealing point that Marie-Antoinette loved having her initials inscribed on her things. Cued to look carefully, the viewer proceeds to search for 'M.A.' and finds it inlaid, inscribed, embroidered and painted. Then a vitrine presents a necessaire emblazoned 'M.A.', identifying it as the one that Marie-Antoinette took with her when the royal family attempted to escape France. What sort of person, whose children's lives depend on secrecy and disguise, takes along luxurious items customised with her initials?
The issue of expense comes up repeatedly in the catalogue, only to be brushed aside. Or else extravagance is treated as an end in itself, as though it were automatically a style, whose justification could therefore be aesthetic. Is, however, '44 small motifs in rubies and diamonds and 44 small motifs in emeralds and diamonds' sewn (by a chambermaid) on the heels of slippers necessarily 'elegance'? Marie-Antoinette's expenditures were not made in a vacuum. The money she spent on what were, after all, appearances, was drawn from a country in financial crisis. Ninety-eight per cent of her subjects lived in or near poverty, yet she expected almost all of them to pay the taxes that funded her gowns and jewels. Encouraging her closest friends, such as the Princesse de Lamballe, who was born into the aristocratic minority who owned almost all French land yet paid no taxes, to wear the latest fashion in 'rustic' but exorbitantly priced delicate muslin gowns, had violent consequences. In September 1792 the Princesse de Lamballe was caught by an angry mob and stabbed to death before her severed head was paraded on a pike.
Specialised fields, especially when they are marginalised, sometimes get the local facts right and miss the larger historical meanings, or hide behind technical and period terms. In the case of clothing, a pull from the opposite direction is also dangerous. The fashion industry has the money and power to divert what could be the most democratic branch of art history, including museum exhibitions, towards its profit motives and incentives to waste.
But in this case I cannot complain. The designer Manolo Blahnik sponsored the exhibition, a pair of his blue and cream striped 'Marie-Antoinette' shoes grace its website and he released a capsule collection when the exhibition opened. The usual merchandise looks feeble by comparison, and no wonder. Blahnik also contributed to Coppola's movie (it is worth watching for the shoes alone) and his new versions similarly translate 18th-century style into a contemporary idiom. My inner Marie-Antoinette dismissed all worries about sponsorship ethics. Those raspberry and olive-green cockades with little raspberry buttons!
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Caesar wept
Jan-Werner Muller on Adrian Vermeule and post-liberalism

4023 wordsWhat is Trumpism?  After all these years, we're still asking the question. For some, Trump's second term has revealed the fascism that was there all along; others diagnose a peculiar combination of 1970s New York swamp politics and Southern white supremacy. One thing is beyond dispute: recent months have seen an extraordinary concentration of executive power and an unprecedented weakening, perhaps the outright destruction, of what US civics textbooks once touted as a robust separation of powers. A simple explanation would be that the GOP and Trump's lackeys on the Supreme Court are letting him do it. A more interesting account - in fact a justification - is provided by thinkers often grouped together as 'post-liberals'.
Like other terms featuring what has sometimes been called a 'magical prefix', 'post-liberal' has both a complicated history and many conflicting meanings. It was first used in the 1970s by American theologians who sought a post-liberal alternative to forms of Protestantism that had made too many compromises with the modern world. More than a decade later John Gray, disillusioned with Thatcherism, proposed post-liberalism as a new path; more important, the English Anglican (leaning heavily Anglo-Catholic) John Milbank radicalised the theological project, breaking with liberal thought as well as the social sciences, and influencing what came to be known as Blue Labour and Red Toryism. Representatives of both tendencies turned against laissez-faire capitalism; both claimed that excessive individualism and an increasingly overbearing state were not in opposition, but constantly reinforcing each other. One proposed remedy, the Big Society, amounted at most to Thatcherism with a human face: the Cameron government talked of empowering communities and local associations, but the reality was austerity and deregulation.
In the US, three strands of post-liberal thought have emerged over the last decade. Most prominent are the self-declared 'populists', such as Sohrab Ahmari and the GOP senator Josh Hawley, who seek to replace the Reaganite fusion of pro-market ideology and traditional morals with a 'working-class conservatism'. Then there are the 'National Conservatives', who are opposed to globalisation in general and the institutions of 'global governance' in particular, but are much more likely than populists to praise 'free enterprise'. Finally, there's a smattering of religiously inspired theorists - mostly hard-right Catholics - who are less interested in big societies than in big states promoting, or even enforcing, traditional morality.
For these American post-liberals, liberalism is guilty of more than the destruction of Gemeinschaft. It is, they say, profoundly hypocritical: liberals talk about tolerance and individuality, but are dangerously intolerant and eager to enforce conformity. They deploy state power to eradicate ways of life devoted to anything other than the pursuit of individual autonomy: a much cited example is the requirement, introduced by the Obama administration, that employers provide workers with access to contraceptives through their insurance plans (this was restricted after a legal challenge by the Little Sisters of the Poor, a Catholic group). According to post-liberals in the US, liberalism only pretends to be neutral in conflicts between what John Rawls called 'conceptions of the good'; in reality, its insistence on a single human good amounts to totalitarianism.
What might a post-liberal politics look like? Those lacking a general political theory tend to gesture towards a specific place: Hungary. Viktor Orban's self-declared 'illiberal democracy' has become a Disneyland for the international far right. Its attractions include natalist policies, an unashamed 'Hungary First' attitude, the promotion of Christianity in public culture and an assault on academia intended to end a supposed left-liberal hegemony. In 2024, J.D. Vance declared that 'the closest that conservatives have ever gotten to successfully dealing with left-wing domination of universities is Viktor Orban's approach in Hungary. I think his way has to be the model for us.' (It has indeed proved to be the model for the second Trump administration, except that Orban is too intelligent to gut scientific research.)
But Hungary is a small, highly centralised Central European country with relatively little ethnic diversity and an industrial base reliant on German car manufacturers. Does it really provide a plausible template? Symptomatic of post-liberals' uncertainty about which direction to take was a book called Regime Change by Patrick Deneen, one of Orban's great fans and fellow-travellers, which was published in 2023. Deneen, a political scientist at the University of Notre Dame, had risen to prominence five years earlier after the appearance of his short book, Why Liberalism Failed. After the twin shocks of Brexit and Trump, liberals were not only embarking on Trump safaris in Appalachia and repenting of their supposed failure to pay attention to the 'left behind', but were seeking too to signal an openness to non-liberal ideas, with even Obama praising Deneen's 'cogent insights'. At that point, however, Deneen's prescription was curiously defeatist: a retreat into illiberal communities in small-town America, in the hope that the increasingly totalitarian liberal state might somehow leave you alone.
By the time Regime Change was published, Deneen's recommendations had changed. Rather than telling conservatives to flee to the countryside, he called for a great replacement - of one elite by another. Anti-liberals should tear off the 'Botox-smoothed meritocratic mask' worn by liberals and form their own 'better aristocracy'. Once this elite had come to power through the application of 'muscular populism', it would take good care of what Deneen called the 'commoners'. The masses, he said, wanted 'continuity' and 'stability'; therefore the new regime should pursue 'common good conservatism'. The phrase 'common good' appeared 68 times in Regime Change. This pointed to the growing influence of Adrian Vermeule, a thinker who seemed able to offer a proper political as well as legal theory of post-liberalism. Born into the New England intellectual aristocracy (Emily Dickinson is a distant relative), Vermeule went to Harvard Law School and then clerked for the Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia. As an academic at Chicago and then Harvard, he became a wunderkind in the field of administrative law, writing a number of important and exceedingly dry justifications for a powerful state bureaucracy.
Vermeule's justification of robust state action came in handy during the 'global war on terror'. With another legal scholar, Eric Posner, he advocated an unconstrained executive in the face of threats to national security. In The Executive Unbound (2010), they rejected James Madison's scheme of separating powers, siding instead with Alexander Hamilton, who thought that 'energy' in the executive was indispensable for 'good government'. 'Unbound' wasn't supposed to mean 'unlimited': Posner and Vermeule argued that 'public opinion' would act as the ultimate constraint on a wayward president. That seemed a tad naive, given the obvious pathologies of the US media system and the rise of polarisation entrepreneurs. Less naive, unfortunately, was their statement that 'if the president can credibly claim to the public that [a] violation was necessary, then the public will be unlikely to care too much about the legal niceties' - as succinct a description as any of Americans' responses to torture under George W. Bush.
After converting from Episcopalianism to Catholicism in 2016 - he claimed that there was no stable point between atheism and Catholicism - Vermeule developed an online presence dedicated to trolling and triggering the libs. He was fond of quoting the most incendiary pronouncements of 19th-century French reactionaries such as Louis Veuillot and Joseph de Maistre (for example, sovereignty 'is always one, inviolable and absolute'). Above all, he started to discuss his ultimate preference for Catholic integralism: a subordination of the state to the Church. He proposed various authoritarian schemes, always with some degree of plausible deniability. His suggested solution to political dysfunction in Washington was that the US should follow the example of medieval Italian city-states and appoint a podesta, a foreigner who would be given executive and judicial powers to set the house in order. His preferred candidate for the role was Eduard Karl Joseph Michael Marcus Antonius Koloman Volkhold Maria Habsburg-Lothringen, Hungary's ambassador to the Holy See. The back-up, in case Habsburg proved unavailable, was the commander of the Pontifical Swiss Guard.
As an analyst of the modern administrative state, Vermeule had long defended the notion that judges and legislatures should defer to regulators, on the grounds that only regulators have the expertise to address complex policy challenges. This placed him on one side of a debate about the role of bureaucrats in democratic states that had been raging since at least the early 20th century. For decades, Republicans had complained that presidents were unable to exercise proper control over the state bureaucracy because the leaders of government agencies could only be fired 'for cause' (and not because they were at odds with the president's political programme).
In  2022, in the face of an apparently deepening crisis of US political institutions, Vermeule published Common Good Constitutionalism, a book he described, with Oxbridge levels of fake self-deprecation, as 'deliberately unoriginal'. He claimed simply to be proposing a return to the 'classical tradition' of the West, supposedly a 'synthesis of Roman law, canon law and local civil law'. In Vermeule's telling, well-ordered polities had always pursued the 'common good', namely 'peace, justice and abundance'. The Founding Fathers had apparently been following this classical tradition (although they never quite said so), yet contemporary American jurisprudence in both its left-wing and right-wing forms was oblivious to it. Conservatives kept pushing their obtuse 'originalism', which Vermeule dismissed as intellectually bankrupt. He pointed out that it licensed judges to pick random evidence from the 18th century (or, often, to make things up); the purpose of the exercise was usually to vindicate some libertarian position in the present. Liberal jurists, who favoured the idea of a 'living constitutionalism', got off more lightly. One of them, Ronald Dworkin (who had conveniently died in 2013), was even enlisted in Vermeule's common-good project. Dworkin had understood the importance of identifying the morality underlying a constitution; the problem was that his view of morality was liberal. Contrary to what Dworkin had taught, individual rights were not 'trumps' against the state; rather, they had to be understood in the light of a pre-existing account of the common good, and ordered towards it.
As the German jurist Jannis Lennartz has written, Vermeule resembled an American tourist rummaging through a European intellectual antiquities store, picking out a little natural law theory from Aquinas, some Roman materials from a dark corner at the back; he then resold the resulting bricolage under the label 'classical' (as Vermeule himself has conceded, 'law being messy, it is always possible to find some material or other to support a thesis'). He insisted that his thesis about common good constitutionalism was merely a 'structure of justification', not his own substantial account of the common good. But he did give a sense of the sort of policies that would follow from such an account: pornography should be outlawed as part of an 'environmentalism for morals'; unborn children should be attributed an 'affirmative right to life that states must respect in their criminal and civil law'; marriage could only be conceived as a 'natural and moral and legal reality simultaneously, a form itself constituted by the natural law ... as the permanent union of man and woman under the general telos or indwelling aims of unity and procreation'. More ominous still, he wrote that 'the claim, from the notorious joint opinion in Planned Parenthood v. Casey, that each individual may "define one's own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life" should be ... stamped as abominable, beyond the realm of the acceptable for ever after.'
Vermeule insisted that a range of political regimes were compatible with common good constitutionalism; any that pursued the common good was legitimate. This meant that there was nothing special about democracy, 'in the modern sense of mass electoral democracy'. It was enough to have some mechanisms for participation, so that regimes could acquire information about their own societies: Vermeule listed 'petitioning, consultation and local and provincial democracy' - which sounds suspiciously like the institutions people cite as justification for China's one-party state. Vermeule also discussed scenarios in which a robust post-liberal use of state power was appropriate: to enforce vaccine mandates, for instance, or to protect the environment, or to order property rights towards the common good. Vermeule's account was as politically implausible as Deneen's 'Aristopopulism', and about as historically accurate as Asterix. He cited the example of the good Roman emperor, to whom the people - disgusted with rule by optimates (read: corrupt liberal elites) - had handed all power and authority. Together with capable advisers and administrators, a benign Caesar would rule in the interest of the plebs, or, as Vermeule put it, 'when the poor cry, then as a matter of constitutional principle and justice, Caesar ought to weep.'
And if he doesn't? Despite his earlier work on designing legal institutions, Vermeule's defence of common good constitutionalism lacked what most scholars would associate with the term 'constitutionalism': constraints on the powerful. He had long reproached liberals for being squeamish about power and obsessed with minimising risk. In 'Optimal Abuse of Power', published in the Northwestern University Law Review in 2015, Vermeule had insisted that 'a government that always forms undistorted judgments, and that never abuses its power, will do too little, do it too amateurishly, and do it too slowly.' He endorsed the formulation coined by his Spanish disciple Ricardo Calleja: imperare aude - dare to rule.
Has this vision of an unconstrained but benign ruler now materialised? No one can doubt that we are living in an age 'after the Madisonian republic', as the subtitle of Posner and Vermeule's book put it: the president, not Congress, now decides how money is spent and which tariffs can be imposed on Switzerland simply because its president wasn't nice enough to Trump on the phone. All this is plainly illegal, but the Supreme Court, with its increasingly shameless MAGA majority, doesn't mind. And despite the hope that Posner and Vermeule invested in public opinion, Trump seems unmoved by his declining popularity.
In other respects, Trump's second term has undermined much of Vermeule's work. The federal bureaucracy, Vermeule's 'engine of unsurpassed power for promoting the common good', is being dismantled: by the end of the year, as many as 300,000 federal workers will have lost their jobs. Science and expertise are being derided by quacks and conspiracy theorists. Manifestly unqualified TV personalities lead entire departments and spend more energy on producing clips for social media than on governing. In May the Supreme Court decided that the executive could fire nominally independent civil servants, helping to realise the right's dream of a so-called unitary executive under the president's total control. Pro-market conservatives have always claimed that only under such conditions could a presidency be democratically accountable; the reality, however, is the appointment of partisan hacks. Under Chief Justice John Roberts, the Supreme Court has exempted one institution: the Federal Reserve (even the MAGA justices accepted that a completely politicised central bank might have disastrous financial consequences). That didn't stop Trump from trying to fire one of its governors, Lisa Cook - not coincidentally, the first Black woman ever appointed to the Fed's board.
Vermeule's integralism has also run into trouble. In January, the very online Vance engaged in a spat on X with Rory Stewart about the correct understanding of Augustine's idea of ordo amoris, the proper ordering of love. According to Vance, another recent convert to Catholicism (Catholic converts have long played an outsize role on the American right), Augustine wanted to give priority to the near and dear - and to the nation, of course. When Stewart rejected this enlisting of theology for 'tribalism', he was dismissed by Vance as a member of the liberal elite, despite his being one of the last of a dying breed of patrician Tories. Then a message arrived from a figure whose word presumably still counts for something in Catholic circles. Pope Francis, in his 'Letter to the Bishops of the United States', not only rejected Vance's Magafication of Augustine, but outlined his own understanding of the common good. The 'true common good', Francis wrote, 'is promoted when society and government, with creativity and strict respect for the rights of all ... welcomes, protects, promotes and integrates the most fragile, unprotected and vulnerable'. Vermeule took all of this in his stride. 'You know you're in a post-liberal order when high elected leaders explain their views in terms of political theology,' he tweeted, 'and the main debate isn't over whether they are "intolerant" but whether the political theology is right or wrong.'
He has also sided with the Trumpists against the lower courts, describing attempts to strike down government policies - on deportations, among other things - as judicial 'mutiny'; his arguments were duly retweeted by Vance. Just as Obama and Biden deployed the power of the administrative state in the service of diversity and equity, Vermeule wrote, conservatives should use the bureaucracy to pursue conservative aims. As he reminded liberals, it was Obama who said: 'I've got a pen, and I've got a phone. And I can use that pen to sign executive orders and take executive actions and administrative actions that move the ball forward.' With Trump back in power, it was time for government agencies to protect 'the intrinsic value of human life from the womb to natural death', 'to channel and morph the direction or tone of a polity's creative, artistic and cultural endeavours' and, by extension, to go after illegitimate private power, from 'woke universities' to supposedly liberal law firms. Unlike much traditional Catholic thought, Vermeule's work gives pluralism and decentralisation no moral weight. If liberals took a page from Deneen's book and tried to retreat into their own communities, Vermeule's state would presumably still come after them. One of his catchphrases is a saying attributed to Veuillot: 'When the liberals are in power, we demand liberty from them, because that is their principle; and, when we are in power, we'll refuse it to them because that is our principle.'
Vermeule's 'deliberately unoriginal' framework has influenced senior American judges such as James Ho and Paul Matey, and helped spawn a network of organisations and think tanks on both sides of the Atlantic, where earnest young men in blazers and khakis give lectures on 'the classical tradition'. Vermeule was the first 'guest scholar' at the Oxford law faculty's Common Good Project, which was founded in 2021. On his trip to the UK in August, Vance met the Cambridge theologian James Orr, chair of the advisory board of the Reform-aligned Centre for a Better Britain and a fierce critic of 'late-stage liberalism's cosmopolitan egalitarian' reading of ordo amoris. Another think tank, the Common Good Foundation, was established in 2016; its director, Maurice Glasman, earlier the founder of Blue Labour, was the only Labour figure to attend Trump's second inauguration.
There are important differences between these figures - and it's hardly forbidden to talk about the common good. In a sense, all parties in a democracy compete on the basis of different conceptions of the common good. Such conceptions can neither be proven nor falsified; but, crucially, they should not be imposed by a higher authority, in the way integralists imagine. Yet Vermeule sees the US travelling in precisely such a direction. He recently wrote, sounding not only integralist but imperialist, that 'as America becomes ever more Catholic (not necessarily as a statistical matter, but in terms of its governing principles and public culture), all that is true and good in American Protestant culture will be preserved, refined and perfected, while the dross that Leo XIII called "Americanism" will be discarded.' What this has translated to in practice is Vermeule's justification of Trump's decision to send the National Guard into Washington DC, while conceding that crime there ('in the strict legal sense') has actually been declining. The real problem to be confronted by the guardsmen, he said, was an 'ambient social disorder' that is 'deeply corrosive' of the common good. Twentieth-century Catholic authoritarians would have recognised this distinctly post-liberal, in fact anti-liberal vision: a good society is one in which everything and everyone is in their pre-assigned place.
Was such an authoritarian outcome inherent in post-liberalism from the start? British post-liberals would of course say otherwise. Milbank and his allies have been good at exposing the hollowness of some of the American versions of post-liberalism. Clearly, these are not serious attempts to promote 'working-class conservatism'; despite Vance's sentimental account of his upbringing, he has supported Trump's tax cuts for the wealthy and the destruction of what little is left of trade union power in the US. The 'Nat Cons' are also a con: Milbank characterises their vision as 'individualism writ collectively large on the global stage'. Their appeals to ancient religious wisdom ('No nation can long endure without humility and gratitude before God,' as the National Conservative 'statement of principles' puts it) overlook the fact that the nation-state is a distinctly modern - in many ways liberal - invention. One of Milbank's intellectual allies, Adrian Pabst, a political philosopher at the University of Kent, has said that National Conservatism has a 'fundamental identity crisis. One day it wants to be anti-liberal, the next day it is ultra-liberal.' Catholics in particular can hardly deny the moral equality of all humans; as Phillip Blond, the author of Red Tory, wrote in 2023, handing over universality to liberals 'seems to be at best ill thought through, and at worst acquiescent to evil'.
All post-liberals have at one point or another declared themselves anti-libertarian. Why is it, then, that once in power supposedly post-liberal politicians re-enact Thatcherism and Reaganism, often going much further than those leaders did? (Reagan also vilified supposedly lefty universities, but wouldn't have dismantled scientific research.) Could it be that Republican and Tory donors aren't all that interested in working-class conservatism? It's clear that the state bureaucracy isn't being reduced in order to focus more effectively on the common good of Deneen's 'commoners', but to harm any group disliked by the Christian nationalists so prominent in the Trump administration.
Plenty of post-liberal intellectuals appear to believe their own tales about a totalitarian woke left imposing ideology from the top. It doesn't seem to occur to them that cultural and intellectual life might proceed organically, and that patient persuasion is key, rather than what Milbank has criticised as the 'mechanical forcing' championed by right-wing integralists. To be sure, the non-authoritarian, somewhat more left-wing version of post-liberalism - inspired by Ruskin rather than Marx - also struggles with the means of transition to a different kind of society. Milbank and his disciples gesture at the need for institutions that will help build a 'community of communities' not subjugated by central state power (with the Church assigned a special role). But how to get there? Community land trusts, worker representation in companies, wage boards - all these sound more plausible than Vance's faux-populism and Vermeule's ruefully vague 'common good'. But the question is not just how these things are supposed to emerge without 'mechanical forcing' by concentrated state power; there are also the broader preconditions required to achieve the aims of post-liberalism. One of the forgotten episodes of early Thatcherism is the attempt to emulate the German model of vocational training; soon enough, the Thatcherites realised that such a plan would fail without the right sort of institutions - including well-functioning trade unions.
How does Trumpism fit into this complicated ideological landscape? It may not contain the essence of post-liberalism, but some self-declared post-liberals - partly by default and partly on account of the anti-liberal elements in their thinking - have found plenty to justify in Trump's second term. By contrast, a post-liberalism that favours charity over ostentatious cruelty, that puts the universal above the national and prioritises the social - something like solidarity - over unconstrained state power seems to be at a loss when it comes to more directly political strategies. What passes for post-liberalism today is either pernicious or impotent.
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Poem
The Badger
Nick Laird

252 wordsDriving from Durrus to Ballydehob
to see for myself the family farmhouse
they burned my grandmother out of
a hundred years ago the hedgerow
on my right gives way to intermittent
flashes of the lovely spangle of the bay
we leave behind to turn inland and east
for the townland Lisheennacreagh,
which means a little ringfort in a field.
                                   *
They gave them two days to leave, then torched
the barn for emphasis, and somehow scores
of pigs and sheep and horses, and Martha,
and eleven siblings, got herded on
the Cork train, then more trains north
to south Armagh, and it might have been
the next left there was the badger dead
in the middle of the road and I
should stop and push it to one side.
                                   *
The body flows towards a complete halt
at the tip of the stamp pad of its still
damp nose. Wedge of head. Stockinged legs.
Across the eyes that famous black strip
less like some burglar's mask
or highwayman's disguise
and more the final stripe the warriors,
fiercest of the tribe, solemnly apply
before they leave to meet the enemy.
                                   *
I had the spade for digging lugworm
in the boot and used it, prising the badger's
body awkwardly across the hot tarmac
and into the long grass. I refute it thus.
Its weight and heft were some kind of answer
but the question was unclear. By the time
my grandmother died she was again a child
crying wildly, seeing everywhere
the faces of her own mother and father.
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Ten-Foot Chopsticks
James Meek on Reform and the green energy transition

13,725 wordsEarly last year, 
 Jeremy Corbyn and his wife went to Newcastle and took the bus the short distance up the coast to Blyth in Northumberland, to see their old friend, the former Labour MP and miners' leader Ronnie Campbell, who was gravely ill. It was a private visit by one left-wing insubordinate to another, by a campaigner who tried to re-radicalise Labour to one of his most loyal supporters. I only found out about it when I was sitting in the front room of the Campbells' house with his widow, Deirdre, and we started talking about the new party Corbyn is trying to set up. Deirdre dived into the crowded shelves of family photographs in a niche by the fireplace and fished out a picture of the two men on the sofa: Ronnie looking somehow very ill and pleased at the same time; Corbyn dandling a Campbell great-grandson on his knee and looking relaxed, almost jovial. Ronnie died two weeks later. Deirdre reproached herself for not having framed the picture sooner; it was crumpled where her great-grandson kept picking it up to look at it.
I'd come to the Campbells' house straight from the new station on the edge of town. The first few streets I cycled through were lined with Union Jacks somebody had lashed halfway up the lamp-posts. As I approached the centre they petered out. Deirdre didn't like the mysteriously appearing flags. She read them as a petty, Little Englander warning to immigrants in a place, once Labour through and through, that has fallen hard for Nigel Farage. Blyth was for generations a skilled labourers' town, a place of shipbuilding, coal shipping and coal mining. But these old industries have vanished as completely as if they were never there, and most of the people who worked in them are dead.
Ronnie Campbell, who went down the pit at fifteen, who led the National Union of Mineworkers at Blyth's only surviving colliery in the 1984-85 strike, who was so committed to the miners' struggle against Margaret Thatcher that he led a band of pickets out to sea in a small boat to try to stop an oil tanker, became Blyth Valley's MP in 1987. He won the seat seven times after that, hewing to his communitarian principles, his belief in socialism and a hostility to the EU that began long before Brexit had a name. In 2019, when he stood down, his would-be successor was beaten by a Conservative in Boris Johnson's get-Brexit-done landslide. A picture from the night shows Johnson pounding the air with his fists and gurning in triumph at the Blyth result, the first time Labour had lost the seat since it was established in 1950. Labour won it back last year, with the town of Blyth moved into another constituency, Blyth and Ashington, but since then, according to Deirdre (who's still a Labour activist) and local election results, it has swung decisively to Reform. Before this year, Blyth's eight seats on Northumberland County Council were split four for Labour, three Tory, one Lib Dem. After the local elections in May, it was seven Reform, one Conservative (overall, the Tories have the most seats and run a minority administration). Deirdre Campbell was one of those who lost to Reform, beaten by Barry Elliott, a 'striking individual', as Vladimir Putin called Donald Trump. She still sits on the town council, a body with few powers; it has also fallen to Reform. She told me how horrified she'd been during the last campaign at the hostility provoked by the mere mention of Keir Starmer's name, or the sight of a Labour rosette.
'It was shocking in a few months how things have changed. Oh my God, I've never had so much abuse. It was absolutely horrendous,' she said. 'As soon as they open the door. And I would always wear my rosette, and they would just look at you. They'd either slam the door or tell you go forth. I knew we were doomed, the mention of Starmer ... They hear Farage's name and he's like God Almighty. "I've come to save you all." I would defend the Labour Party publicly, yeah, with gritted teeth. But when you go to branch meetings - we've lost so many members, we go now, there's eight or nine people, whereas even a year ago, you'd get twenty at a branch meeting on a Monday night.'
Following the shift in constituency boundaries, Labour shut its party office in town. Deirdre thinks that the local Labour MP, Ian Lavery, is too wary of encountering hostile locals. She feels isolated. 'Every Sunday night, when we go to town and have a game of bingo in the club, and people are always having a go, you know, here's the Labour Party coming. You know, this malarkey, "What are you going to do now? Are you getting your refund?" And I just laugh, and I say: "Look, if you want to talk about it, I'll talk about it, but you know, you're not insulting me, because it doesn't wash with me. I don't care ... I'm come for a night out, but you know, I'm quite happy to discuss with you at any time." I say that to people all the time, and I don't get angry with them, but I wouldn't just hide away like Ian wants to hide away.'
I asked her whether she had an interest in Corbyn's new party. 'Well, I might,' she said. 'I'll wait and see what Starmer's going to do. And I might not - come next year, I might not be renewing my membership, and I've been a member of the Labour Party since 1969. It's not something I would think of doing lightly.' What could Starmer do to win her back? 'They need to start looking after the needy, the poor,' she said. But she acknowledged this wouldn't cut it in Blyth. The town, or at least a significant number of people who live there, has become obsessed with immigration - immigration as a source of disorder, discomfort and disruption; an abstract, visceral sense that outsiders make unfair claims on places, benefits and opportunities to which they have no birthright, and which should, therefore, be denied them; a belief that the removal of strangers whose appearance and manner mark them out as different would cause no new problems and make the natives happier.
'I think it's the boats, this thing of the boats, it's critical,' Deirdre told me. 'People are tired of nobody doing anything about all these people coming in in boats and the Tories were going to do it. They didn't have an answer. Labour promised to do something, they haven't got an answer. Farage tells you he has an answer. He hasn't got an answer, but he tells you he has. And he speaks the language of those who don't want people coming into the country.'
I hadn't come to Blyth to write about Reform. I'd come to satisfy my curiosity about a fantastical factory that at one time was set to be built nearby, a huge new manufacturing plant that was going to make batteries for electric cars and bring thousands of jobs to the area. Three thousand, according to some reports. Eight thousand, according to the more imaginative. Announcing in 2022 that the government was financially supporting the project (in fact, it never did), Boris Johnson and his ministers managed to include every trope of British industrial boosterism in a single press release. The new plant was 'testament to the skilled workers of the North-East', it would put Britain 'at the helm' of the 'global green industrial revolution', it would 'level up' the 'industrial heartlands'. It was 'a major boost' and 'a resounding vote of confidence'. It would 'unlock investment'. In an especially tired cliche engendered by the very technology the batteries were supposed to abolish, it would help 'turbocharge the local economy'.
No batteries were made; the factory was never built. The green revolution went unhelmed (by Britain at least - China had already taken the wheel). The company, Britishvolt, collapsed just after Labour won power in 2024, but the Starmer government has pursued the link between green jobs, economic growth and votes in the same gung-ho spirit as Johnson, Democrats in the US and mainstream parties in the EU. The transition from fossil fuels to zero-carbon energy needs huge investment; investment brings jobs, which can be steered towards ailing post-industrial areas; jobs bring security, prosperity and contentment; tax revenue pays for better public services. The toxins of communal hate drain away in the cleansing spa of growth. Glowed-up citizens reward the politicians at the ballot box. Fade up 'What a Wonderful World'.
Johnson hoped green growth would keep Labour out of Blyth. Starmer, it seems, hoped it would hold back a Tory resurgence. Now, it's supposed to head off Reform. Ian Lavery, the local MP, told me he'd been disappointed by the collapse of the battery factory plan, although he said that he'd always been sceptical about it. He rejected Deirdre Campbell's claim that he wasn't seen enough in Blyth, but he was realistic about the risk to his seat in 2029 and to municipal Labour at next year's local elections. Still, his solution is Labour's standard one: help the poor, provide jobs, make prosperity, get votes. 'If there isn't any change, then I can see the whole of the North and further afield, you know, the Midlands, I can see the Labour Party getting completely and utterly wiped out,' he said. 'So we've got a choice to make. We either try to cosy up to Reform or we tackle the issues head on, make a difference to people's lives, making people feel safer, making people feel better off, that they can put food on the table, they're not scratching till the next pay cheque, they can put the heat on and eat during the winter months. Blyth's got the potential, with the green industrial revolution, to be magnificent.'
How much does Blyth care about a fossil fuel-free future? Resources have been poured into it. The UK's first offshore wind farm was built in Blyth in 2000; the port is busy serving other, newer wind farms; a large government-backed facility to help renewable energy firms develop their technology, the ORE Catapult, stands by the harbour; a small clean energy campus is taking shape and a new cable factory to serve offshore generation is about to open. But Reform isn't just the anti-immigration party. It's also the anti-net-zero party. Rather than a green industrial revolution mellowing the small boats paranoia in Blyth, the outcome now forecast by the polls is the opposite: that the substantial renewable energy infrastructure put in place in Blyth, and Britain, over 25 years will be crushed as a collateral effect of migration panic, in a more radical version of the structural climate change denial Americans got by electing Trump. Reform repudiates the evidence of human-induced climate change, promises to abolish green subsidies and vows to do its utmost to encourage oil, gas and fracking. And while Faragism's worship of the exhaust pipe is less popular, less brand-critical than the party's anti-immigrant rhetoric, you do hear talk in Northumberland of bringing back the coal mines. 'There is still coal in the ground,' Dennis Fancett, the chairman of a campaign group that has helped to get local railway stations reopened, said to me. 'We never ran out of coal; it just became too expensive to mine. But now, with the price of energy having gone up so much, we'd be better off mining.'
For a party that's so strong in Blyth, Reform politicians aren't easy to catch for a chat. Blyth is Reform's stronghold in Northumberland; the leader of the Reform group on the county council is Blyth-based Mark Peart, who ran against Lavery in the 2024 general election, coming second ahead of the Conservatives, with the Greens and Liberal Democrats a distant fourth and fifth. Peart promised to meet me, then avoided fixing a time. There were rumours, later confirmed, that he'd faced an internal challenge to his leadership. His deputy, Natalie Rolls, also a Blyth councillor, didn't return my calls. The town's Reform mayor, David Swinhoe, was also shy. Nor could I reach the most prominent Reform councillor from Blyth, Barry Elliott, the Trump-like figure who came second to Ronnie Campbell in 2015 and who beat Deirdre Campbell in this year's county council elections. Elliott is a builder and property developer who became widely known through reality TV, starring in a Channel 4 documentary called Geordies Overboard, about his calamitous efforts to run a volunteer lifeboat service - at one point he tells the documentary makers that 'I'm very rarely wrong. Very rarely. The only thing I'm not certain about is when I'm going to die.' He's also Trump-like in his readiness to show that what had been considered binding rules were merely custom and practice, retained through the fragile consent of the old political class. At a full council meeting in September, he openly pressured the local authority over his business interests, despite being warned that it was a conflict of interest. The exchange happened in public view, in front of the entire council; the video's on YouTube. Soon after the election, it had emerged that his council tax was in arrears. A BBC North East investigation that aired last month found that he owed PS10,800 in unpaid council tax and PS28,359 in unpaid business rates. His companies have been ordered to pay PS140,000 to customers who had put down deposits on houses that weren't finished in time.
The first Reform member in Blyth who agreed to talk to me was Deirdre Campbell's youngest son, Aiden. Deirdre and Aiden agreed that of the five Campbell sons, the twin boys are strongly for Corbyn, while Aiden and his elder brother, a former Royal Marine, back Farage. Aiden, a former bricklayer and glazier, ran a pub in Blyth with a business partner for a while before turning the place into a bed and breakfast, which gives him a comfortable living.
We met in his apartment in the building and sat on the deep soft sofas of his kitchen-sitting room, where he was batch-cooking a week's worth of rice. He was amiable (except towards immigrants and Keir Starmer), articulate, discursive. He'd always argued about politics, he said, with his father, whom he clearly admired and looked up to. 'I guess I've always been a little bit more right-wing when it comes to certain things, nationalistic things,' he said. Some of what Aiden said seemed contradictory. 'Thatcher obviously ruined this town,' he said. 'That's clear. She shut the pits and she shut the shipyard.' (In fact, the shipyard closed in 1975, when Harold Wilson was in power.) But he went on to say that he looked on her more kindly now. 'She might have done it for a good reason. I'm starting to think that way in me older days and becoming a bit more of a capitalist myself.' At the same time, he faulted Thatcher for not doing the uncapitalist, statist thing, the patriarchal-matriarchal thing - 'bringing jobs' to replace the lost workplaces. At one point in our conversation, he could have been Johnson or Lavery, invoking new jobs as the medicine an underemployed, depressed town needs. He put the lost battery factory in the context of the giant car factory Nissan opened near Sunderland, half an hour's drive to the south, a year after the miners' strike ended; six thousand people now work there. 'You know, another Nissan would have been - that battery plant would have been an amazing thing,' he said. 'I think it would have changed [Blyth] for my lifetime.' Almost in the same breath, he described the short period when he worked at Nissan, putting 38,000 bolts onto Primeras every week, as 'horrendous'.
Aiden Campbell was a Labour voter during the decades when the Labour MP he helped elect was his dad, but while there are no doubt many voters in Blyth who fit the profile of the voter targeted by traditional Labour politics - the family breadwinner struggling to make ends meet because of unemployment or low wages, who would leap at a steady factory job with decent pay and prospects - Aiden isn't one of them. He's doing very nicely. His first complaint to me was that he didn't have enough to do; by his own admission, he spends too much time scrolling through his Facebook feed. He's single and has no children. 'I've got a nice cushy life to be honest with you ... Yeah, I've got it all in place. Literally, I took up golf because I had too much time on my hands.'
The political paths of the Campbell children seem less divergent when you remember that the constituency of Blyth Valley was represented for 64 years, from 1960 until 2024, by opponents of Britain's membership of a tariff-based European trade bloc - first the EEC, then the EU. Eddie Milne, the MP whose struggle against party corruption was portrayed in the BBC series Our Friends in the North, campaigned against Britain joining the EEC at the 1975 referendum. His successor, John Ryman, later jailed for (non-political) fraud, also disdained the Common Market. He called Helmut Schmidt a 'patronising Hun'. Ronnie Campbell was a die-hard Lexiter; his Tory successor, Ian Levy, rode to victory on Brexit. The figures from the 1975 referendum aren't broken down by constituency, and the vote was overwhelmingly in favour of joining the EEC, but Blyth sits just outside Tyne and Wear, the region that was least enthusiastic about membership. The left's hostility to the EEC at the time was not just about the possibility of interference in Britain's national course, but a throwback to an era when poorer people saw themselves benefiting from cheap food imports: in this view, the EEC was a protectionist club for fat cat farmers.
Whether support for Brexit in former coalfield areas had anything to do with such class-based folk memories, and to what degree it anticipated the nativist-cosmopolitan showdown of today, is unclear. Certainly the centrality and persistence of Farage suggests that Brexit was, as it seemed at the time, all about immigration. But if old-time working-class support for free trade and modern immigrant-blaming share a pivot, it is the Brexit referendum and its propagation of an anarchic anti-establishment framework well adapted to conspiracism and over-simplification. Aiden Campbell was sure that the small boats problem could be solved 'overnight' if it weren't for bureaucratic obstacles. It wasn't that Brexit had failed, he said, but that it hadn't been given enough time; besides, mainstream politicians hadn't allowed it to happen in the right way.
'Nothing they say means anything. I don't think it means anything to them. They're just trying to get through an interview as quickly as possible and not drop a clanger. And then they'll go away and they'll sit in rooms, you know, and plot, and do the exact opposite of what they said they're going to do. Whereas I think someone like Farage or Trump - whether you like him or not, [Trump] is doing the policies he said he was going to do in the election. Politicians want me to tell them what they should think, and it should be the other way around. You tell me what you think, and then I'll decide if I'm going to vote for you. It's as simple as that.'
I asked whether he felt Corbyn and Farage had more in common with each other than with Starmer. 'Politically, yes, definitely,' Aiden said. 'Because you know where they stand.'
I found Aiden's opinions contradictory, but during my time in Blyth, I kept thinking about a meta-contradiction from the left, one that I've internalised myself. I was moved by Deirdre's stories of the end of coal mining in Blyth, of Ronnie being the last to leave the pit, carrying a few last lumps of coal, a fuel his grandchildren don't recognise, having never seen coal burn. And yet isn't coal the enemy - aren't the wind farms the weapons of its banishment, their blades the wardens against its return?
About forty thousand  people live in Blyth, 97 per cent of them British-born. It's a town of small red brick terraces and newer red brick estates, a modest, low-rise, neat and tidy sort of place. When I arrived at the Campbells', I saw a neighbour down on his knees on his immaculate driveway, rustproofing a drain cover. Deirdre told me not to bother locking my bike. She could guarantee it wouldn't be stolen.
If you can rely on the last census - taken during the pandemic - Blyth has more people with disabilities than the national average: nearly a quarter of the townspeople have some condition that limits their daily activities. Apprenticeships aside, where Blyth is ahead of the English mean, people in Blyth are 40 per cent less likely to have post-school qualifications. Social housing is in short supply, as it is everywhere, even though houses are relatively cheap for those who can get a mortgage and the town has thousands of private houses that could comfortably hold more people than they do. The shops in the town centre are a study in dereliction and marginal trades. 'If you want a nail job, a vape or a used phone, you'll be all right in Blyth,' one woman said to me. This isn't necessarily the mark of a town on its knees. To lose its high street is a bitter blow to a place's sense of self-worth, but the collapse of traditional small retailers is hardly a mystery, when a shining, ample Morrisons sucks up shoppers in the heart of town, and retail warehouses and Amazon take most of the rest.
Millions of pounds' worth of regeneration money was put into Blyth under Johnson and earlier levellers-up. The money is still being spent. A new cinema, cafe and social space called the Market Pavilion, a grand red brick structure with a pitched roof like a giant lifeboat shed, has been built in the town square. I was evicted from its luxurious lounge area, where I was trying to charge my phone, by a front of house myrmidon leading a party of Blyth women for afternoon tea before a screening of Downton Abbey: The Grand Finale. Although there is a minor epidemic of young motorbikers riding around without helmets, Blyth is no longer the place it was in the late 1980s and 1990s, when, as Aiden Campbell put it, the main industry that moved in after coal went was drugs. Day trippers and dog walkers come to the bright expanse of beach just down from the harbour mouth. It's only half an hour by car or train from the southern edge of Blyth to the centre of Newcastle, and the town is becoming a satellite of the big city. 'Most of Blyth, in all honesty, has kind of recovered from the closure of the pit,' Deirdre Campbell said. 'It's taken a long time. It's forty years ago now.'
Two landmarks are prominent, looming over the town's terraces. One is a full-size offshore wind turbine, ninety metres tall, brought ashore when it became obsolete and fixed to the north quay of the harbour for technicians to train on. The other is the great corrugated shed of the Catapult facility, designed to test offshore wind farm blades: they have to be strong and springy enough to endure decades of North Sea winters. The newest are more than 100 metres long, longer than the biggest passenger jet. Together, the wind turbine and the Catapult building advertise Blyth's centrality to the carbon-free economy of the future. They advertise it, but I don't quite believe it, and neither, judging by the local popularity of Reform, does Blyth. For local Farage fans, immigration is more important than carbon emissions. There is, of course, no necessary connection between the two, but Reform, like Trump, has made one: vote for swift deportations, get fracking.
This might seem to risk the new industry on which Blyth's prospects are pinned. Up to a point, the stakes are real. The spread of offshore wind farms and the government's commitment to all-renewable - plus some nuclear - energy has brought good, well-paid work to Blyth, in the Catapult, the small cluster of supply chain firms around it, the nearly completed cable factory and the port. Wind farm installation and maintenance vessels come and go: if you walk from the town centre towards the beach you pass enormous drums of cable as thick as your arm waiting to be shipped out. Close to the cable factory is another large new building where electricity from Norwegian hydropower, brought to England on a recently laid undersea cable 450 miles long, gets turned into current for the National Grid.
What struck me when I asked Aiden Campbell about this wasn't that he was opposed to the development, more that he was unimpressed - by the meagre scale of it all, and its lack of connection to what he sees as the life of the nation. Brexit and the prospect of an immigrant purge arouse him; a role for Britain in protecting humanity from the consequences of its fossil fuel dependency leaves him cold, even though he's getting plenty of business from visitors on renewables-related training courses.
'I remember ... the first wind farms that went up, I was at school, and we did a project on it. That's thirty odd years ago,' he said. 'And Catapult came along a little bit after ... it was going to be this massive, big thing, again, that was going to employ lots of people, but the money never came. It kind of got a bit of money. They built a big hangar that they tested the blades in, and it became quite well known for that ... I don't really know where it stands at the minute.' For a while, he said, the giant blades were a familiar sight, escorted through town on low loaders. 'I've never seen one for probably a few years now.'
Over the last two decades of climate change consensus - an era which Trump and his enablers have ended - many politicians hoped for more from the 'green industrial revolution' than simply jobs. They hoped to create a transcendental tie between patriotism and the climate project, to cover the greening of Britain with red, white and blue, to displace and distract from the far right's anti-immigrant crusade with a different sort of crusade, one that was both nobly international and explicitly nationalist. Hence, for instance, the name of Ed Miliband's Great British Energy project. Politically, it's not a crazy idea. It's always been odd that Faragism, a tendency that is bound to make small gods out of Nelson and Raleigh, should have such a hysterical loathing of wind power and that Reform seems so determined to destroy the green and pleasant land to pump out shale gas.
The problem is that if you stick a 'British' tag on an enterprise, people are bound to look at it and wonder if the label is justified. If you believe in the urgency and necessity of action to wean the country off carbon fuels, there's good and important work being done in and around Blyth. If you don't, and politicians try to persuade you by talking about world-beating British know-how and a jobs bonanza, the disconnect with reality is stark enough to risk generating the cynicism and tuning-out that is the bane of traditional leaders in the populist era.
The cancelled battery factory was due to have been built on the site of a demolished coal power station north of Blyth, near a hamlet called Cambois. A subsidiary of the US investment firm Blackstone now plans to construct an enormous AI data centre there. According to QTS, the company directly responsible, the centre will be a $10 billion project, a fraction of 1 per cent of the trillions of dollars projected to be spent worldwide on these processing megafarms. At maximum capacity, the Cambois data centre would use half the electricity brought ashore from Norway. It won't mean many new jobs; the workers at the centre will be mostly security guards and technicians servicing the cooling systems. Indeed, if the data centre does what it's intended to, it will subtract jobs, with the money saved going to a limited number of investors rather than reducing working hours or upping the wages of the low-paid. Blyth will live under the flyover of an energy-AI superhighway.
What  the transformational projects around Blyth have in common is a convergence of aim between private capital and the British state. The British state wants wind farms; private capital, suitably subsidised, will build them for profit. The British state wants a big AI data centre so it can claim it's creating 'sovereign AI'; private capital is happy to call it that, if it gets a site and a good electricity connection to plug the UK into its global network. But this convergence shouldn't be mistaken for partnership. The government has its goals - it sets out industrial strategies, with a high level of continuity from administration to administration - but has renounced, or lost, almost all the agency required to achieve them. The state hasn't just sworn off creating industries; it's sworn off contracting commercial companies to do it. And many people would argue that's a good thing. For at least thirty years, Labour has accepted the Thatcherite dogma that governments aren't good at building or running industrial projects. Civil servants are poor entrepreneurs. Better for government to step aside and let risk-taking British capitalists and the market do the work. But what if they don't? There's an abundance, still, of British innovators and rich Britons, but of big entrepreneurial British capitalists - the kind of investors who backed the new industries of the past - we hear little. The London Stock Exchange is a shell of its former self. British investors look for returns overseas. British multinationals are few and relatively small. The most successful start-ups tend to be bought by larger foreign firms.
British governments rely on a sprawl of institutes, agencies, initiatives, hubs, catapults, road maps, ecosystems, grants and challenge funds to knit everything together: their own hopes for growth, the start-ups and university research departments whose ideas are supposed to foster it, and the money managers that have the capital to invest. This obscure grey zone of the economy, mainly government-funded but often operating at arm's length - the jobmaking industry - has a collective budget of billions, though it's spread over a myriad of agencies, and ends up sliced small, with credit for 'delivering' the money often claimed multiple times over by different politicians and bureaucracies.
The Offshore Renewable Energy (ORE) Catapult in Blyth is part of a network engaged in offshore renewables work across the country. That network, in turn, is one of nine Catapult networks - there are Catapults for gene therapy, satellites, medicines, semiconductors and so on. The Catapults nest inside a national agency called Innovate UK. All have the goal of helping companies, British or overseas-owned, large or small, to take new science and engineering ideas, adapt them for the market, launch them - catapult them - into full-scale production, make those products in Britain (or at least keep the design work here) and create good, worthwhile, well-paid jobs.
The Catapults' engineers and scientists are doing essential work at the most advanced level, turning invention into practice. It might sound churlish to describe them as jobmakers. If they were carrying out pure research, or operating as private consultancies, it would be (although they charge firms a fee for their services, they are government-backstopped). As things stand, they aren't doing either of those things, and the nimbus of British boosterism around them requires that they be judged accordingly. It's fine to boast to the Financial Times, as an ORE Catapult employee in Blyth did in 2021, that the agency's successful validation of a prototype offshore wind farm mega-blade made by the US firm GE led to the Americans' announcing they would build a blade factory in Teesside, creating two thousand jobs. The corollary is that when, a few months later, GE changed its mind and cancelled the factory, the Catapult model was also tarnished. GE ended up with a large contract to supply an offshore wind farm, subsidised by British bill-payers, and validation of its proprietary technology. The ORE Catapult got a relatively modest fee. No new jobs were created in Britain that wouldn't have been created by the building of the wind farm, and the intellectual property associated with the blade stayed in America. The disconnect between the scale, speed and efficiency of the build-out of Britain's offshore wind farms and the lack of British makers is also bothering ORE Catapult. 'While the UK is world class in successfully deploying offshore wind,' the organisation's senior strategy analyst wrote earlier this year, 'our domestic manufacturing base has not grown to match.'
Although I visited Blyth twice for this article, ORE Catapult couldn't arrange a meeting for me with anyone in the building. On a video call I asked a senior executive, Thomas Wildsmith, if older townspeople were ever invited to see what they get up to. 'It's not easy just to open the doors to everyone,' he said. 'We've done that in the past. We hope to do it again in the future. I've been in and around Blyth for nearly twenty years. When I look at what's happened over the last decade in particular, the rejuvenation that is starting and growing and moving is all driven by clean technologies ... Blyth's got a huge amount, for a town which had a very, very tough two or three decades, to come through and start to be moving into that trans ... transition's the wrong word at the moment, so into those clean tech jobs.' I asked Wildsmith what he thought about the popularity of Reform. Despite his anxiety to avoid using the now politically incorrect word 'transition' - as in 'energy transition' - he said he couldn't comment on politics.
ORE Catapult has had a base in Blyth since 2012. When I asked what new manufacturing jobs it had helped bring to the area, Wildsmith mentioned the new JDR offshore cable factory: ORE Catapult had worked with the firm, he said, to refine its product. We talked about JDR being a Polish company now, part of the cable empire of the billionaire Boguslaw Cupial, and about the relationship between overseas owners, with factories and labs in their home countries, and the factories, researchers and workers at their disposal in Britain. 'We want to work with companies that have a UK footprint,' Wildsmith said, 'but we recognise that innovation is a borderless sort of system ... you mentioned JDR being a Polish company. You know, their pedigree, their heritage, was in Cambridge or just outside Cambridge. They have big facilities in Hartlepool. They're growing in Blyth. They're actively investing in the UK. We're happy to continue to work and support that development.'
The Bates Colliery, the last pit left in Blyth, employed about two thousand people. For the miners there, the 1970s were good years, perhaps their heyday. They'd been relatively well paid since nationalisation in 1947, but wages weren't commensurate with the difficulty and danger of the work. It wasn't until the 1970s that coal workers' labour could be considered both absolutely well paid and reasonably safe. As Deirdre Campbell described it to me, a 35 per cent pay increase in 1974, after the miners' strike that brought down Ted Heath's government, was transformational. She recalled gawping at a neighbour, a senior mine worker, as a van drew up outside his house and dropped off a G Plan suite and a record player on a stand. The new wealth encouraged miners to take out loans, to buy on credit, to get mortgages, all of which meant that when the strike of 1984 came, they had more to lose. 'It was a clever tactic on the side of the Tories, because when you got the credit, you had to pay it back, so you couldn't go on strike again.' Still, those few years offer a legend of working-class prosperity for mining towns, seeping down to later generations: men did hard physical labour that demanded technical knowledge, experience and strength, even a certain amount of bravery, and were well rewarded for it. They could buy nice things for their families. They had money left over. There were cars, holidays, washing machines, colour TVs, good pensions and retirement hobbies.
It was the heyday, too, of the British state as agent of change, building houses and roads and power stations - in a sense, of the state as a benevolent capitalist, exploiting common resources for future common returns. Not that it was a socialist country: in the 1970s, much of the economy was still owned and run by British-headquartered commercial firms, driven by British capitalists, even capitalists local to North-East England, though many fewer than before the Second World War. Some continue to linger in the vicinity of Blyth today, and are still in some sense local, like the Ridleys.
Matthew White Ridley, the fifth in a line of Viscount Ridleys called Matthew, has his main home at the family seat of Blagdon Hall, halfway between Blyth and Newcastle Airport. Blyth's main park is called Ridley Park. Ian Levy, who won Blyth for Johnson's Tories, comes from a family of farmers who are Ridley tenants. In the 18th century, when they had been prominent local oligarchs for centuries, the Ridleys became operators of coal mines in and around Blyth, and big coal shippers. In 1885, when local capitalist-entrepreneurs issued shares for what would become the town's shipyard, it was the Ridleys - whose involvement in the mining business was much reduced by this time - who leased them the land. The Ridleys weren't quite done with coal: it was the present viscount's uncle Nicholas, later Thatcher's transport secretary, who came up with the plan to stockpile coal at power stations, a tactic that weakened the power of the miners. In the 2010s, a new opencast coal mine operated on Ridley land on the other side of the A1 from Blagdon Hall. It closed in 2020, with the spoil used to create a land sculpture of a reclining woman, Northumberlandia, 112 feet high and 1300 feet long.
For all that the Ridleys were Eton and Oxbridge-educated Tory aristos, and Ronnie a hard left ex-miner, Deirdre said he got on with the current viscount. They would chat on the train between London and the North. 'They were always very friendly,' she told me. Ridley gave me lunch at Blagdon Hall. We sat at one corner of a long table. In one direction, the room stretched into a capacious salon; outside a robot lawnmower was at work on a green expanse. The grounds were remodelled in the 1930s by the current viscount's great-grandfather Edwin Lutyens. I asked what had happened to the person who'd mowed the lawn before the robot. 'He's got plenty to do,' Ridley said. 'When he heard the lawnmower was only going to cost a pound a week in electricity, he told me: "You're getting a pay rise!"'
Near us while we ate hung the original of The Meet at Blagdon, a widely reproduced painting of early 19th-century English gentlemen in pink coats and top hats, with their horses and hounds. Ridley said he'd never been a rider, let alone a hunter. 'We're just jumped-up 18th-century industrialists trying to pretend we're toffs,' he said. He was less complimentary than I expected about his ancestors' capitalistic-oligarchic ways. 'I don't think we're particularly impressive as an entrepreneurial family, even in the 18th century. I mean, there were some quite ballsy people ... quite self-made, quite brassy and probably quite nouveau. Proper toffs don't like 'em. Grabbing political power, first of all through being mayor of Newcastle, and being a member of the hostman company, which is one of these guild companies, and then becoming a Member of Parliament is entrepreneurship too. Because they were, you know, they were looking after their commercial interests through Parliament, I'm afraid.' He laughed.
Ridley sat in the House of Lords for several years, on the Conservative benches, as one of the peers 'elected' by other hereditary peers. He was a leading pro-Brexit voice. As a science writer and journalist he goes by Matt Ridley and is reviled by the climate-conscious as a climate change sceptic, although he told me he doesn't deny the reality of climate change. He just doesn't think it matters much. Temperatures and sea levels, he said, aren't rising fast enough for panic. Net zero is a futile quest, because wind and sun come and go: he calls renewables 'unreliables'. All that extra carbon in the atmosphere, he said, was making the planet greener.
Wasn't it strange, I said, that Blyth was so keen on an anti-net-zero political party, when the town had become so economically dependent on green energy investment? 'It's quite paradoxical, isn't it?' Ridley replied. 'Because the biggest industry in Blyth is very dependent on net zero,' he said. 'Net zero can be very beneficial for some people, even if they don't believe in climate change.'
Ridley's career low point came when he was publicly anathemised for his role at Northern Rock, the bank that collapsed as a result of reckless financial decisions in 2007, three years after he succeeded his father as chairman. He resigned and Northern Rock was taken over by the government, at a final loss to the country of perhaps PS2 billion. Despite this, and the public shaming that followed, he is as confident as ever in his free market libertarianism. He still believes too much government is the reason the capitalists are shunning Britain. The North-East of England had become a branch economy, he said, with respect to London, with few big companies headquartered there. And was Britain now a branch economy, with respect to the rest of the world? 'So was the rest of the world when we were the headquarters.'
Although Ridley was loyal to the notion that overbearing government and anti-business bureaucracy were the obstacle to economic growth, there were hints that he felt something else was at work, that the romantic notion of capital, of money attached to a visionary will and readiness to take a genuine risk, was absent. 'We're still winning biology Nobel prizes, until quite recently. You know, it's an amazing track record, truly astonishing. But where's the biotech industry that results from that? ... We have a huge problem in this country of being good at discovery and bad at application, or bad at turning them into commercial successes, again and again. And I saw this sitting on the board of venture capital organisations. You would, in the end, have to go to America to get the capital.'
Where did  the capital come from? Where did it go? The country took a long time acquiring it; the industrial revolution was a far more gradual affair than the name implies. The historian Robert Brenner argues that England had a head start over its Continental peers in the shift from feudalism to capitalism because, come the Black Death, the elites on either side of the Channel shafted the surviving peasants in different ways. In mainland Europe, strong kings who raised taxes directly from the peasantry saw to it that the nobles didn't take advantage of the plague to add peasant smallholdings to their estates. English nobles weren't under the same constraints, and when peasants died, the lords helped themselves to the best land. But the nobles couldn't force the survivors to work their expanded demesnes, so they rented out the land as farms to the richest peasants and a new class of tenant farmers found themselves suddenly managing farms many times larger than the subsistence farms they were used to. These former peasants had to become managers, administrators, dealers and, to some extent, innovators. Brenner sees English society in the 15th century undergoing a metamorphosis that prepared it for capitalism, rather than, like Marx and Adam Smith, seeing capitalism as growing organically out of technological advances and class conflict. Going against both Marxist orthodoxy and English aristocratic amour-propre, Brenner argues that once nobles became rentiers, they joined the bourgeoisie.
This new capitalist system set about making money by finding new ways to grow more food, and by expanding the production of wool and woollen cloth; by the beginning of the 17th century, there was a surplus of capital. Some went into the foreign ventures that led to empire and slavery. Some of it was put into coal mining. For the aristocracy, coal became a resource to be exploited by rent-paying capitalist entrepreneurs. There were coal mines connected to waterways by wagonways in Shakespeare's time. The first was a two-mile stretch in Nottinghamshire, perhaps made of fir and beech rails laid on oak sleepers, along which horses drew wagons of coal. The engineer-adventurer who got it built, Huntingdon Beaumont, later moved to the North-East, where since the 13th century coal had been used to fuel the evaporation of seawater to make salt. Beaumont was backed by what one 19th-century writer called 'a company of capitalists from the Midlands'. He dug more pits and built more wagonways, including in Cowpen and Bebside, now swallowed up by Blyth. The venture failed, and Beaumont went back south. The problem wasn't lack of demand: Britain was chopping down its forests faster than they could grow back and people were switching to coal for heat. By the time Queen Anne took the throne, London was burning half a million tons of coal a year. And yet coal mining in Blyth languished throughout the 17th century. Miners had begun to exhaust the seams close to the surface, and lacked the means to pump out the water that flooded deeper pits.
It wasn't until the beginning of the 18th century, a hundred years after Beaumont's first wagonways, that Newcomen's steam engine solved the flooding problem and other inventor-adventurers worked out how to use coal instead of wood to smelt iron. It was another hundred years again before it was all put together - the coal, the iron, the wagonway and the engine - and the railways proper came into being. (Wrought iron rails were developed at Bedlington Ironworks, just west of Blyth.) Not till the close of the 19th century was Blyth fully at the core of the Victorian industrial meta-machine: mining coal, shipping coal for export, building ships. This span of time could be framed, from the distance of the 21st century, as a slow, almost organic process, an accidental consequence of an aristocratic scramble to maintain grandiose agriculture-based lifestyles after a series of 14th-century catastrophes. It could be framed as five hundred years of greed, selfishness, pollution and merciless exploitation of the poor by the rich. Or - these are not mutually exclusive - it could be framed, as it usually is in this country, as the triumphant progress of British ingenuity, perseverance and practicality towards general prosperity and a liberal, enlightened nation.
The ghost of the industrial revolution haunts Britain. The language of today's politicians, of unlocking and unleashing the industrial heartlands, is the language of a seance promising communication with an era that is just beyond the curtain, and can be summoned back if the right steps are taken. Lower taxes. Better infrastructure. Less regulation. Incentives. Subsidies. Better trained workers. Cheaper energy. Incantations to native genius. Although the summoning is framed in patriotic language ('to make the UK a clean energy superpower ... supporting British innovation from blueprint to blade ... to ensure that British companies and workers win the global race for clean energy', as a recent Great British Energy announcement put it), a closer look shows that most of the significant areas of work are run by foreign companies. As excellent as these may be, and as grateful as Britain should be for their willingness to build the odd factory in the UK, it's never going to be the aim of a Polish billionaire or the Siemens family or the Danish government to help Britain 'win' a 'global race for clean energy'. So why say it?
Comparing Blyth now to Blyth 150 years ago, a difference at least as striking as the lack of locally owned industry is a barely visible one, the shrunken scale of local and national capital - capital, that is, not in the purely Marxist or liberal sense, but as a term used to describe the combination of resources, will and power necessary to set great works in motion, whether public, private or non-profit. It's hard to imagine businessmen in the North-East raising the capital for a dry dock able to build and repair large ships in Blyth, as happened in 1885, or the government directly investing the nation's capital in power generation, as it did when two coal power stations were built in Blyth in the 1950s and 1960s. Only Blyth port, run as a trust, survives from the era of big local capital in anything like its past form.
In The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, David Edgerton writes that until the early 1940s, Britain was inseparable from its global presence, which relied more on the vast scale of trade and investment between the country and the world as a whole than between the home nation and the empire. Millions of tons of coal and manufactured goods and millions of pounds of capital flowed out of Britain, and millions of tons of raw materials and food and millions of pounds of capital flowed in. Despite the imperative to respond to working-class demands, world war and economic depression, the politics of the era kept reverting to debate about the proper nature of global Britain: should it be an imperial trade fortress, with the empire retreating behind tariff barriers and carrying out its baseline trade internally (essentially, the Tory position) or should it continue to be the internationalist free-trading system that had dominated the world economy, as Liberals thought?
This alien - to modern British eyes - political landscape was replaced in the 1940s by one that, in Edgerton's view, appears still more unfamiliar, with the election of a Labour government determined to free the country from the economic crisis war had brought, a government whose priority was not welfare or socialism but exports, weapons and nation-building. Labour nationalised coal and many other industries; according to Edgerton, Labour wanted to nationalise Britain itself, as if it were a country newly independent of its own empire. The idea that Britain should be the biggest, smoothest channel for inflows and outflows of goods and capital was rejected; limiting imports and maximising exports was the primary goal. Britain was more industrialised in the 1950s than it had been in Victorian times. The country, which until the 1940s had imported much of its food, came close to being able to feed itself. The state became a dominant marshal of capital, in the broad sense that it willed projects into existence, planning them and directing resources, although at this point there was still an abundance of British capitalists who could direct private resources or work, reluctantly, with government. 'Although manufacturing industry was ... not nationalised,' Edgerton writes, 'it makes sense to think of it as a national capitalism in contrast to the global capitalism of the first half of the century.'
Eventually private austerity relaxed, and welfare became more generous. The Conservatives followed similar dirigiste policies. Hopes that British innovation would lead to exportable new high-tech products like nuclear power plants, hovercraft and supersonic passenger jets were disappointed, but workers were better off, and between 1945 and the 1970s the country was remade, repowered and rehoused. Joining the EEC, in the teeth of left-wing Labour opposition, was paradoxically a sign both that Labour's nation-building had succeeded in making the country far more like its European peers and an omen of rising liberal sentiment against British isolation. When Thatcher became prime minister in 1979, ushering in another radical change - de-nationalising Britain, despite her patriotism, and re-globalising it in a school pageant version of Edwardian swagger - she was able to do this thanks not just to the windfall of North Sea oil but to the legacy of Labour nation-building.
In consuming what Edgerton calls the 'developmental state', the Conservatives destroyed the evidence of its achievements. A crucial factor in the Thatcher revolution was 'submerged in accounts stressing crisis and decline in the 1970s', he writes. The transformations of the 1980s 'were only feasible because of previous state investment, because of the success of the state, not its failure ... There were modern electricity supply, railway, telephone, gas, postal and other systems newly in place ... a motorway system, new steel works and more, including new coal mines. Council houses, in their millions, now existed.'
In the earlier era, British capitalism and global capitalism could almost have been seen as the same thing. In the national era, the British state mobilised national capital. When Thatcher summoned global capital back to Britain, it came, but as an outside force. And so it has been ever since, with Brexit changing nothing fundamental except to remove the possibility of Britain partaking of the collective economic sovereignty a realm the size of Europe still offers. The miners' strike of 1984-85 was a turning point. Postwar Britain couldn't match the 1913 peak of coal exports, but coal remained a national industry, providing work for 187,000 miners. To attack that industry not just for party political security but to clear the way for cheaper imports was a powerful statement. 'The defeat of the miners was much more important than a defeat of organised labour,' Edgerton writes. 'It marked, more fundamentally, the end of British economic nationalism.'
Icycled  the six miles from Blyth to Cambois to see the place where the Britishvolt battery factory was to have been built, and where the AI data centre may stand. For now, it's a shrubby wasteland of tarmac, hummocks and safety barriers behind a spiked steel fence, with a small, cheap sign reading QTS Data Center (it uses the American spelling) Development Campus. It was a mild sunny day and there was a pleasant breeze. As I stood in the stillness between the electric vehicle future that wasn't and the promise of a brilliant AI future to come, I heard hooves, and a shaggy pony came down the road, drawing two young women in a hand-made open trap with bicycle wheels.
Britishvolt was founded in December 2019 and went bust little more than three years later, in January 2023, having burned through most of the PS168 million it had raised from investors. Its founders, an Abu Dhabi financier called Orral Nadjari and a Swedish businessman called Lars Carlstrom, who quit the company after a year when a past conviction for tax fraud came to light, had no experience of battery manufacturing, which involves a marriage of chemistry and ultra-precise mass production. Their plans were seized on by politicians, jobmakers and British automotive executives - most of them local employees of multinationals - who were committed to the shift from internal combustion engines to electric vehicles. They feared job losses as petrol and diesel were phased out, feared the cost of importing heavy batteries and feared being frozen out of European markets after Brexit. The flip side of the fear was hope - which often presented as an assumption - that green technology would allow Britain to become a manufacturing power again.
The Cambois site for the 'gigafactory', as large-scale EV battery plants are known, was announced in December 2020, and for the next year or so there was a stream of positive news, accompanied by a slide show of digital renderings of the finished factory: with walls glowing electric blue against the Northumberland gloaming, or spreading across green fields under wispy clouds. The first batteries would roll off the production line in 2023. Glencore, the mining group, took a stake, and agreed to provide cobalt. Indonesia would supply nickel. The equipment hire firm Ashstead wanted to invest in Britishvolt: it was looking ahead to switching from fuel to batteries. The investment firm Abrdn was going to put money into building the plant. A Monaco-based shipping firm was an investor: perhaps it could use batteries to power its ships. Britishvolt hired hundreds of staff and used a state-backed laboratory in the Midlands, the UK Battery Industrialisation Centre, to develop the product. With the confidence of a Silicon Valley start-up, Britishvolt splashed at least PS267,000 on a booth and corporate hospitality at the Goodwood Festival of Speed. The government promised PS100 million to support the firm. 'Britishvolt's planned gigafactory will not only enable the UK to fully capture the benefits of a booming electric vehicle market, but will bring thousands of highly-skilled, well-paid jobs to the North-East,' Kwasi Kwarteng, then business secretary, said.
By the autumn of 2022, it was clear the operation was falling apart. Ground had barely been broken on the factory site when work stopped. The quixotic Nadjari quit. Early battery samples had been produced, belatedly, but Britishvolt didn't have the backing of a single car manufacturer - unsurprisingly, since the difficult thing about mass-producing EV batteries is not the batteries but the mass production, and Britishvolt had no form. The low tens of millions of pounds provided by early investors were an absurd mismatch against the billions it would cost to build the factory, and government money, which was supposed to encourage big investors, ended up being withheld for lack of them. Among the creditors when Britishvolt went bust was Goodwood.
It would be too simple to say that the Britishvolt fiasco shows a persistent British delusion about how easily a new industrial revolution could be kindled - a new industrial revolution, it is implied, without the brutal exploitation, inequality, foul air and foul water of the first. Delusion implies error, that the truth would be accepted if seen. The media and political discourse around jobmaking is more to do with an active belief in the power of incantation. It's hard otherwise to explain some of its stranger moments. What possessed Coventry councillors in 2022, for instance, when they boasted that giving themselves planning permission to build a gigafactory on the site of a local airport would put them 'at the front of the green industrial revolution', when they lacked the technical, legal, financial, organisational or political means to build any such thing? Dame Clare Barclay, chair of the government's Industrial Strategy Advisory Council, might be an excellent leader, but surely only an almost metaphysical belief in the power of talking up British authority could have led to her being credited, in the citation for her damehood, with 'contributing an estimated PS38 billion to the broader UK economy', when the money came from Microsoft, of which she was the UK head?
The government funds promised to Britishvolt if it reached certain milestones were arranged through an agency called the Advanced Propulsion Centre (APC), based on the campus of Warwick University. I met Ian Constance, its amiable and patient head, and asked him why they'd taken a punt on Britishvolt. These days, he said, there's a glut of EV batteries, but at the time there was a desperate shortage. 'You've got an entrepreneur here who didn't have form in the battery business or in industrial manufacturing, who then went and surrounded himself with a lot of pretty good people ... And, you know, at the end of the day, we've all got to do something for the first time at some point, right? And any leader is not going to have all the skills, right? ... If we don't encourage and support the entrepreneurs, then we will get what we get, right? Every egg is not a bird.'
Tony Harper, the former director of another jobmaking agency, the Faraday Battery Challenge (there are more Challenges than Catapults - 23 altogether), said to me that Nadjari was 'a bit expansive, eccentric. He didn't have the gravitas that was required, I think, to convince the markets or convince investors ... In hindsight, they were spending their initial investors' money in a way that now looks a little inappropriate.' Nadjari declined to be interviewed.
Chinese manufacturers are dominant in EV batteries. They make three-quarters of the world's supply. They're also dominant in solar panels and rare earth metals, and are becoming dominant in EVs themselves. Although there's something ridiculous about comparing Britain and China, it's salutary to set the timeline of the APC, as related by Constance, against that of China's largest battery-maker, CATL, run by Zeng Yuqun, sometimes known as Robin Zeng. CATL is now worth $250 billion, more than BMW, Volkswagen, Mercedes-Benz, Renault and Stellantis put together. When Vince Cable set up the APC in 2013, to address the transition to electric and self-driving vehicles, Zeng had already been in the battery business for more than a decade. His firm ATL, which was for a time owned by TDK of Japan, made the batteries for the iPod. At the suggestion of a BMW executive, he made the move into EV batteries, setting up CATL with others in 2011. In 2012, he began supplying batteries to BMW, which gave CATL the credibility to do deals with other carmakers. The company built factories around the world, bought stakes in mines digging out battery materials and still runs a vast research and development operation; more than 20,000 of its 120,000 staff are researchers.
CATL thrived, in part because of the Chinese state. The Chinese government was protectionist and offered subsidies as part of its commitment to doing exactly what British and European jobmakers and politicians say they will do: lead the world's transition from fossil fuels - except that China is actually doing it. The government subsidised EV manufacturers and battery-makers. It offered extremely generous subsidies to EV buyers. It offered subsidies to foreign companies manufacturing EVs in China too, but only if they used Chinese batteries. It insisted that state enterprises bought Chinese vehicles, and intervened to make sure China had the charging infrastructure and the metals supply chain to match the speed of re-electrification.
Since the APC was set up, with PS1.6 billion to spend (equal amounts from industry and government), it has, according to Constance, created 'about 60,000 high value UK automotive jobs'. This sounded impressive, for a country with a population half that of Guangdong, until Constance clarified that he meant 'created or safeguarded' - many of these infusions of cash weren't to help plucky British start-ups, but to stop foreign firms leaving. One of his proudest examples was a deal that persuaded Ford not to move the research and development of the electric Transit van from England to Detroit. It was, he said, 'a bit of a fight' in which the application of government cash had been key. As for British companies, the best he could offer was the story of Yasa, an Oxford start-up that makes high-end electric motors. It grew to be a medium-sized business, at which point it was bought by (the German) Mercedes-Benz.
But no British CATL? 'That's still a big problem,' Constance said. 'We've done well to get a few billion of commitment over twenty years from the UK government, and there's a few other governments in Europe doing the same. But it's a drop in the bucket compared to what the Chinese have spent ... In a modern democracy, you'd have to have some real foresight and ability to get cross-party alignment on industrial strategy, so it's hard to see how anybody could really make anything like that stick, which is unfortunate, but that's the reality ... People want the outcomes, they want the new gigafactory, the Britishvolt with the Union flag flying over the top of it, supported by the government, making batteries, selling them to Mercedes-Benz and whoever else, right, but the idea that we might risk a bit of money and it might not work is toxic, and that mentality has to change for us to be able to actually operate in this space.'
The crude outlines of China's high-tech manufacturing rise are clear enough - a remorselessly purposeful planning state; an increasingly educated and sophisticated workforce; subsidies; protectionism; an eagerness to glean foreign knowledge - but there's more to it. The story of Huntingdon Beaumont has two elements that are relevant to the China narrative. In a letter to one of his early backers in Nottinghamshire, Beaumont hinted at the immiseration of the miners who worked for him. He admitted, apologetically, that he let his miners, 'who now worke all the day in wet workes', take a little of the worst quality leftover coal 'to drie themselves at night'. He assured his aristocratic patron that he would stop the practice if the patron objected. This readiness to grind out the maximum labour from the worker at the lowest cost, part of a broader carelessness about the welfare of the masses, is an element in China's rise: as in the original industrial revolution, millions have been lifted out of rural poverty into urban exploitation. Part of China's success is to do with low wages, workers' dormitories and a lax attitude to health, safety and the defilement of nature.
Beaumont's end, meanwhile, was emblematic of the risks taken by early modern adventurer capitalists. After Blyth, he was locked up for debt, and died in prison. In modern Britain, there's much talk of 'de-risking the investment landscape'. Less so in China, where businesses in sectors favoured by the state operate in conditions of fratricidal competition so destructive and wasteful as to alarm even the government, where provinces and municipalities work on their own industrial strategies with their own subsidies and their own favoured entrepreneurs, where people can become very rich but can also easily find themselves in jail.
If you had to say whether China now most resembles the outward-looking, global, exploitative, hypercapitalist, entrepreneurial, wasteful, unequal Britain of the Edwardian period or the nationalist, state-directed, export-obsessed Britain of the postwar decades, you could only conclude that it resembles both. Britain is fretful, diminished and isolated. Constance spoke of the effects of Brexit: 'Between 2016 and 2020, when it wasn't clear what kind of deal would be done, we really struggled to get any investment. And I think that has impacted us in a not positive way ... I'd like to think that there could be opportunity for us operating outside of a European context, but that hasn't so far been very apparent.'
I have to point out here that in losing Britishvolt, the country may have dodged a bullet. If Britishvolt was a flop, its main European counterpart, Northvolt, in sub-Arctic Sweden, was a catastrophe whose collapse wiped out billions of dollars in green transition investment. An investigation by the Chinese tech website 36Kr suggested that the company's engineers, led by the former Tesla executive Peter Carlsson, were prevented by hubris from learning from the Chinese engineers on whose tech they depended. The article quoted a person who had worked on the enterprise from the Chinese end: 'Europeans don't perceive their battery industry as weak. They believe they just haven't tried yet, and if they did, they would undoubtedly do better.'
There will be at least two gigafactories in Britain: one near Sunderland, owned by the Chinese firm Envision, which will initially supply Nissan, and another in Somerset, owned by a subsidiary of the Indian firm Tata, which in turn owns Jaguar Land Rover. I asked Harper about the fact that the technology and the marshalling of the capital to deploy it all came from outside Britain. 'Everybody else who's tried to do it from scratch, without taking Chinese or Asian product and process as a starting point, has failed,' he said. 'So don't do it, yeah? ... It's like we're doing a China on China. Because what did China do to get the capacity to make all those wonderful cars that they can make now? Well, they've been making the components for ours for the last fifteen years. They learned how to do it. We need to just take a humility pill and adopt the base processes now, because if we don't, we'll fail.'
I suggested to Harper that the work he and Constance and the Catapults and Challenges did was an unusual way of getting things done. It was like trying to have work done on your house not by hiring someone to do it or doing it yourself but by putting a full English breakfast, a pot of tea and a radio out front and waiting for passing workers to show an interest. He smiled and said he thought of it as trying to eat with ten-foot chopsticks. 'We do need to shorten the length of the chopsticks. We do need to get our hands dirty,' he said. 'Because if we don't, I can't see a way out of this sort of progression that we're on.'
What was the progression? 'If you always take decisions on investing in companies on a jobs basis, for example, then ironically you tend to favour unproductive industries, because if you want high productivity you've got to invest in automation and machinery and AI and digital manufacturing and all the rest of it. If your chopsticks are programmed to only invest in things that produce lots of jobs, it's going to have an effect.'
Wasn't there, I asked, a disconnect between government and media discourse and reality? If Britain was going to be full of ateliers and artisanal workshops where clever bits were made for other people's big projects, that would be fine, or we could make a huge effort and actually do things that would make Britain an intellectually sovereign manufacturer. The reality was the first, but we talked as if it were the second. Harper disagreed. 'Despite everything you've just said,' he replied, 'despite arguably uncompetitive energy costs, despite Brexit, there's about four to five billion pounds worth of not artisan stuff, large-scale battery manufacturing, coming out the ground right now. Go down to Somerset, see the steels. Go up to Sunderland, see the pretty much finished factory. It's there. Okay, we need two more for sure, yeah. But it's not like we're nowhere.'
I've  been nagged, while writing this piece, by the feeling that linking Blyth's embrace of Reform and the town's faltering prospects for industrial revival is a mistake, that the obvious and often made connection between the two - between the supposedly economically left-behind post-coal town hungry for jobs and the outbreak of flag-waving outrage against darker-skinned people in a town where very few of them have come to live - just isn't there. At other times, I wonder if the connection is in fact more consequential than mainstream politicians have been willing to admit - that relying on foreign investment, free trade and globalisation-based jobmaking, wrapped in a British flag, to grow the economy and soothe immigration resentment isn't enough for growth or votes. That the only plausible counterweight to Reform is a protectionist economic nationalism of private rather than public austerity, where the concept of 'taking back control' becomes a means to challenge Britain's provincialisation by remote global capital. One of the difficulties with this is that once leftist notions like nationalisation are now deployed by purportedly right-wing parties like Reform. As Edgerton points out, there was a reason Labour in the 1940s called it 'nationalisation' rather than 'socialisation' or 'public ownership'.
'We Tories spent thirty years saying you can have globalism and you can have local prosperity,' Matt Ridley told me. 'And I still think that, I still think free trade is the absolute essence of raising living standards ... but I have to admit that the economic nationalists are winning the argument in my country, as they have in America, to some degree. And you know, to the extent that Reform is sort of left-wing on social issues and right-wing on patriotic values, it's probably more in tune with most people than any of the other parties at the moment.' He said he didn't intend to join Reform, but added: 'If the centre ground wants to remain popular enough to get re-elected, then it has to do something about the very real and understandable concerns that people have about, not about immigration per se, but about the sheer scale of it, and in particular, about illegal immigration and the degree to which it is impossible to enforce the security of our borders. You know, that is making people very, very angry. If you want Reform to be unpopular, solve that problem. It's as simple as that.'
Deirdre Campbell told me about the racism she experienced in Blyth in the 1970s as an immigrant from Ireland. Once, a market trader she knew well wouldn't let her buy eggs in the aftermath of an IRA atrocity. 'We're not serving the Irish here today,' he told her. 'That has stayed with me, and now I know how people feel when they're abused and shouted at,' she said. She is conflicted, all the same. In our long conversation, her tolerance and sense of fairness always won out, but it would be interrupted by dismay. 'I mean, in all fairness, something has to happen. I've seen in Blyth - I've seen the increase in black people in particular. I go to church on a Sunday. And if it wasn't for all those people, that's just suddenly in the last two years, probably the church would have closed down. I would say 70 per cent of the people in the church, and it's almost full every Sunday, is people of colour, and there's a lot of them in Blyth. And that's why now the Farage thing, over the past twelve, eighteen months, people can see groups of them living in different places more than ever before, and they have to live somewhere. They're human beings.'
To illustrate this anxiety, Deirdre relayed a phone conversation with her friend Mary (I have changed the street name to protect the family).
Mary: Do you know there's an Afghan family living in the flats?
Deirdre: What's happened?
Mary: They're living in the flats.
Deirdre: Can we start this conversation again? Why are you panicking?
Mary: There's people living in Smith Street flats.
Deirdre: I'll tell you what, nobody else wants to live in them. So you're telling me there's somebody living there, an Afghan family. I'm waiting for you to tell me what they've done wrong.
Mary: You're not going to believe this. I've been told they spied for the British army.
Deirdre: [Sarcastically] Oh my God, we'll have to get them out quickly.
Mary: I think so.
Deirdre: I'm winding you up. When did they move in?
Mary: About eighteen months ago.
Deirdre: Come on, Mary. I've been to two residents' meetings and you never mentioned them. The residents never mentioned them, because they didn't bloody know they were there. They're obviously keeping themselves to themselves. They're not dealing drugs, they're not running around on motorbikes, they're not smashing windows, like the rest of the locals do.
Mary: I might have known ringing you, Deirdre, this is what I'd get.
Deirdre: If I was you, I wouldn't be telling people that this family helped the British army.
Mary: It came from somebody who had a policeman friend.
Deirdre: They might not want it to be known for their own safety, that that's why they're there. You know, if they've done that, they deserve to be there. In fact, they deserve to be somewhere better than Smith Street, that's for sure.
A few days later, Mary called again.
Deirdre: What's this family done now, Mary?
Mary: I'm just ringing to tell you I was in the Co-op, and she came in with the kids and she smiled at us.
Deirdre: And what did you do?
Mary: Well, nothing.

Fundamental ideological shifts tend to be accompanied by violence. During the miners' strike, this didn't just take the form of clashes between police, scabs and pickets, or anonymous death threats. Egged on by his older brothers, the seven-year-old Aiden Campbell became the leader of a group of strikers' sons in his primary school class, getting into fights with the scabs' children. He's embarrassed about it now; he says the parties involved have forgiven each other. Now, he talks to his Reform buddies about who should be deported, and how.
In a recent interview, Leave.EU founder Arron Banks said that habitual non-voters would turn out for Reform at the next election as 'a one-off, kick-you-in-the-face opportunity', and that civil servants should be handled with Bolshevik ruthlessness. It reminded me of something Ridley had told me at our lunch. 'I think we need to somehow replace large swathes of the civil service with people who are more interested in causing economic growth and rising living standards, instead of stopping things happening and making life as difficult as possible for anyone who wants to start a business,' he said. 'So if I think which party is most interested in blowing up the civil service, not literally, yes, it probably is Reform. But then I look at the rest of their policies and say, "Yeah, but they still want to spend money like water." How is that any better?'
The Ridley family owes its role in the Blyth coal business to a violent upheaval. They gained possession of much of the land in the area after it was seized by the Crown from its previous owners, who'd backed the Jacobite cause. The next great ideological-economic shift could take the form of a lucrative ram-raid on the state, before a Reformation-style churn of assets and personnel. It already looks as though the most consequential action of Trump and his cronies has been the wreckage of the laws, conventions, bureaucracies, banal decencies - and hypocrisies - of American society; why shouldn't this happen here? As Sacha Hilhorst wrote recently in Renewal, Reform's donor roster 'is made up in large part of property developers, cryptocurrency speculators and assorted fossil fuel interests, all operating in industries that are highly dependent on a favourable regulatory environment'.
Barry Elliott, the Blyth Reform councillor, has gained a reputation for skirting, or ignoring, the rules. In 2016 Northumberland County Council threatened to demolish three houses he'd built on the seafront because he hadn't protected them from storms with a sea wall. He grudgingly built the wall, many years late. One of Elliott's projects is building houses on land Ridley owns, close to the railway station in Blyth. The work has crawled along for years, with regular payments from Elliott or companies controlled by him or his wife to Ridley. In 2018, one of these companies, Blenheim Homes North East, was ordered by an industrial tribunal to pay PS11,926.11 in compensation for loss of earnings and injured feelings to an employee called Amy Cowie. The tribunal accepted Cowie's claim that when she became pregnant, the Elliotts ordered her to sit in a cabin on the building site with no work to do in order to force her to leave her job. On the day of the verdict, Elliott didn't come to the tribunal, but called to say he was triggering liquidation proceedings, and Blenheim Homes North East shut down, apparently owing hundreds of thousands of pounds to suppliers. Bailiffs managed to catch Elliott at his home and forced him to transfer Cowie's money, but before she could get it, it was sucked up by the liquidators, who poured it into Elliott's pool of debts.
The original liquidation statement had the company owing PS1.24 million in debts, against assets with a book value of cash, contracts and work in progress worth PS714,000. Yet most of the 'debt' - PS936,000 - was owed to Elliott himself, who would be last in the queue for repayment, which should have left plenty for higher-priority creditors like Cowie. I contacted the liquidator involved, Martin Halligan, of Leeds-based Live Recoveries, requesting a copy of his final statement to clarify the anomaly, but didn't get a response. Cowie has never received the money Elliott was ordered to pay her, even though, despite the company's liquidation, he carried on building homes on the site. In 2019, he told the Newcastle Chronicle he was 'working tirelessly' there. Land Registry documents show that while Cowie was waiting for her compensation, a company controlled by Elliott's wife made payments for land to companies controlled by Ridley and sold the properties developed on it for a combined total of almost PS1 million. Elliott didn't respond to my request to discuss this. I asked Cowie what she thought about his becoming a councillor. 'Seven years ago, it might have been a councillor I went to for help. "I'm pregnant, I've just lost my job, I need a house, could you help?" And now the one who put me in that position is in power.'
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At the Royal Academy
On Kerry James Marshall
Julian Bell

1978 wordsThe statistics  on Stateway Gardens were grim. In 1989, average per capita annual income in the 1648 apartments was $1650, making it the poorest neighbourhood in the United States. Figures for murder and drug crime were also high. The Chicago Housing Authority had erected the eight high-rises in the late 1950s to replace the South Side slums that African Americans arriving in the city had long made their first base, but afterwards the agency's attention drifted, security lapsed, services and surfaces were no longer maintained. Jasmon Drain's short stories about growing up there in the 1980s note the 'scant brown grass' and feature a kid dodging the hustlers whose mother tells him: 'Life isn't about fun. It's about money.'
Lush green grass abounds in Many Mansions, the ten-foot-wide vision of the housing project that Kerry James Marshall painted in 1994 and which currently hangs in The Histories, the Royal Academy's vast survey of his work (until 18 January). Candy-coloured blooms sprout and bluebirds fly. Upfront before the trim topiary and the flowerbed's dainty hoops, we meet three gardeners who tend the communal space dressed in spotless Sunday best. The soft toys in turquoise and cerise in their cellophane wraps: Easter baskets for their children, we guess, guessing also that this is paradise. This is the utopia projected by Chicago progressives, the lost land glimpsed in the recollections of a visitor to the newbuild quoted in the Chicago Tribune in 1958: 'You could sit on the grass and just enjoy yourself.' Marshall's fantasia allows us to think: those lawns might not yet be lost; their seeds lie merely dormant in the resilience of the buildings' 3000-odd inhabitants. (Many of whom objected when the high-rises were finally demolished in 2007.)
[image: ]'Many Mansions' (1994).




A ribbon dangled over the young fathers teasingly adapts Jesus's words to read: 'In my Mother's house there are many mansions.' The insertion of this heraldic device suggests an aspiration: Marshall would like his picture to come across not so much as a gallery artwork, but as a banner, an assertion of community solidarity to be marched down the street, held high on poles attached to the grommets that punctuate the canvas edges. Affirmative depiction, we are to believe, is this artist's agenda. When it comes to the Black American experience, switch round the story!
But nothing is quite that simple. It is more as if Marshall, standing in a studio near Stateway Gardens and the Chicago Loop, was dreaming a dream about dreaming the dream. As of 1994 he was six years settled into the city after a Los Angeles education and a more recent experience of New York: a 39-year-old who had grown up in housing comparable to the Gardens, who had become thoroughly familiar with the era's American art debates but who was not yet a recognised voice in the arena. The whims and moues of 1990s discourse - its fondness for 'traces' and 'aporias', its prevailing scepticism - tinge Many Mansions, tangling with Marshall's aim of addressing a specific social history. Blanked out, non-signifying signs: collage-like disjunctures; mazy, curling brush trails heading nowhere; wanton drips and splats: all this is not so far from what David Salle, the field leader of 'postmodern' painting, was then up to. One form of art-world good behaviour plays off against another: the springy triangular torque generated by the gardeners' poses is a lesson learned from Old Master figure painting. We deduce that for Marshall, the art gallery in fact took precedence over the street. 'I wanted to make work that was about something,' he has been quoted as saying. Yes, but only somewhat. You could call his canvas meaningfulesque.
Take your stand aesthetically while reaching out politically: it's a sane, even a standard posture for painters. The Royal Academy exhibition surveys an artistic project that was starting to take firm shape in the early 1990s - Many Mansions was followed by further billboard-sized takes on accommodation, education and leisure - and which Marshall has energetically expanded, to great acclaim, to the present. This 'project' (he uses the term for a body of work that demonstrates great consistency of purpose) has a moral aspect: here is an art about and on behalf of his community, making more visible its hitherto underrepresented histories. It supplants statistics with experience. The instincts driving it are constructive rather than critical: 'My work is not an argument against anything; it is an argument for ... something else.'
But there's another angle to that claim. 'It's not a challenge to anything. Nobody really goes to art museums to learn how they should live.' Accordingly, the paintings rarely moralise. Studious, ironical, here absurdist, there sombre, Marshall likes to dwell on riddling content. A recent triptych features 19th-century Africans trading one another to slavers; a large picture of a Black cop, accorded full dignity, appeared when 'Defund the Police' was the Black Lives Matter demand; Nat Turner, leader of an 1831 slave revolt in Virginia, is shown, axe in hand, before his master's severed head. (This formidable panel stands out among works that otherwise hold violent or erotic content at one remove.) Nobody going to the Royal Academy is told how they should live. Stop in your tracks, look at me, keep on looking: those are the default demands, the age-old agendas to expect from figuration.
[image: ]'De Style' (1993).




As with old icons, the eyes dominate the asking. The quizzical quality of gaze we encounter from the gardener with the rake reappears whether Marshall is picturing individuals from history or contemporary urban ambiences. It catalyses De Style (1993), the archly titled barbershop scene that became his calling-card image. Barber, customer and two uber-stylists with wild hairdos stare out from a salon interior presented with a sharp, Mondrian-like orthogonality. Nikita Sena Quarshie in the show catalogue compares the self-possession with which these men are brimming to 'the itutu or mystic coolness of the Yoruba' - a compliment to Marshall, who likes to point upwards to West African forms of thought. For Greg Tate, De Style's males and their female analogues in School of Beauty, School of Culture (2012) were exponents of 'the very Black, very social art of being seen'. This white viewer would qualify that: their seeing feels active rather than passive. They know who they are; can he say the same? It is he who finds himself viewed. 'Not a challenge,' you say. Are you sure?
The forcefulness extends further. Marshall's acrylics are not actually Mondrian-style flat, still less do they open up atmospheric depths. Instead, his project projects. What he depicts juts out at you, an effect often compounded by glued-on strips of glitter. Instead of continuous modelling, sequences of tone have been picked apart cleanly and laid down opaquely. Each object stands entirely distinct, a confine with its own often zinging colour identity. The severity can be bracing. Espressos for the eyes: I relished the way, as I roved from one scene to another, that a baby's dummy, a dozy mastiff, a bunch of keys and a skull were analysed and reassembled as if by a master horologist. Marshall's versatile toolkit is laid out in the show's opening gallery, where the brushwork ranges from grisaille to finicky patterning to passages of free-form goofing. The display is of artworks that thematise art: a self-referential scene of a painter's studio, for instance, that further references antecedent scenes by Vermeer, Courbet and Picasso.
They're flash, they're witty and in a sense inturned: 'up themselves', in the common accusation of outsiders to the art world. And yet the aestheticisation is barbed. For its pivotal tactic, Marshall chooses to render the skins of his protagonists with black paint. Or more exactly, with a plurality of pigments, working warm ivory black against cool lamp black and heavy Mars black to lend the bodies a certain degree of volume. The gambit takes ethnic identity at its word - 'Black, you said?' - and converts that word into concrete visual experience. It stirs up thoughts that don't settle. Here's discursive jujitsu, a categorisation flipped backwards. Here's an artistic contender intent to brand his act. Here's a fresh and unfamiliar offer to the retina. You're kept alert, wondering how best to respond.
Marshall's steely intelligence meets no match. In a preface to the catalogue he is questioned by Benjamin Buchloh, a veteran of 20th-century art studies. Buchloh, predisposed to pessimism about traditional media, frets that 'refined pictorial conception and painterly execution maintain the hierarchical order of skills.' Marshall affably flattens him with a succession of demurrals: the communal good, for his purposes, is best served by delivering what's 'worth looking at', by 'remarkable things'. The exhibition's curator, Mark Godfrey, having gone through a similar academic formation, confesses that a confrontation with Marshall's School of Beauty 'challenged my deeply held convictions about the illegitimacy of contemporary figurative painting'. His reservations came to seem 'irrelevant in front of a painting of such care, ambition and possibility'. Some of us outside curatorial circles might smile at this conversion, confident that those qualities never left the medium. But on behalf of that community, Godfrey here marks the historical point at which a supposed endgame ended.
Godfrey is an engaging writer, as warm-hearted as his subject is clear-headed. Is he a wise curator? The Royal Academy's first-floor spaces are so vast that no single artist can fill them all happily. Marshall's steeliness becomes chill and unyielding in a gallery devoted to his sardonic takes on Rococo pastoral painting, which he calls 'Vignettes'. Another series, 'Souvenirs', wan interiors decked with names and faces from Black history, comes across as little more than a dry roll-call of the honoured dead. At such points in the display my thoughts turned to another show, staged earlier this year at the Barbican. The brevity of Noah Davis's career - he was only 32 when he died in 2015 - meant that, unlike Marshall, he was hardly positioned to change the course of art history. Indeed, Davis took example from Marshall, his senior in Black figuration, and in his explicit dependence on snapshots was arguably a slighter inventor. Marshall, by contrast, so thoroughly transmutes his imagery that its points of reference hardly ever feel photographic. And yet what I missed at the Royal Academy was the exploratory, self-surprising, mystery-accepting manner with which Davis worked his washes of oil paint. I fell in love with his poetry in the medium. With Marshall's acrylic prose, I reason, react, smile wryly and admire: it is as if no more is asked of me.
With this exception. The most powerful visual invitation in the show comes from its least reproducible item, a landscape-format panel from 2003, measuring nine feet by six, that is entirely dark. Stay with it and its darknesses begin to disentangle. For once, you are plunging in, rather than being buffeted by jagged lemon yellows, blasts of scarlet, rock-rigid cerulean skies. Via the slight differences between one absorptive pigment and the next, an interior is gradually revealed: a bedroom in the small hours. Dark-adapting your eyes, you identify two chests of drawers, three lampshades, a revolutionary flag, a book by the bedside telephone; amid them, a woman's back dimly rising from a shadowy duvet, and finally the sleeper she needs to alert. What's woken her? The cops are at the door, goes the backstory; they're about to shoot her boyfriend. It's 1969. He's Fred Hampton, a 21-year-old Chicago Black Panthers leader. And she will never rouse him, because the FBI, resolved to dispatch this clean-handed idealist, has paid a Judas brother to slip him barbiturates. The facts of the atrocity dangle over the great cavity in the gallery wall and stay suspended: we sink down towards Hampton's unconsciousness, the nothing that is so far happening. Marshall's masterpiece is called Black Painting.
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Busiest Thoroughfare of the Metropolis of the World
Ysenda Maxtone Graham

3064 wordsAfter reading  Geoff Browell and Eileen Chanin's concise history of the Strand, you will never walk down that street again without thinking of the hippopotami that wallowed in a primeval swamp at the Trafalgar Square end. The bones of the hippos, as well as those of 'herds of straight-tusked elephants and prides of lions', were unearthed in 1957, when Uganda House was being built. The Strand, which today has its western limit at Trafalgar Square, was first recorded in the Roman period, as the lesser of the two roads west of walled Londinium. According to the authors, it was 'likely constructed after the revolt of Boudicca in 60-61 ce' (I've given up the fight about academics setting a bad example by using 'likely' as an adverb). The main road was what's now Oxford Street; on the lesser road, the business of life and death carried on: Roman cemeteries have been found under the Savoy Hotel and a sarcophagus and pottery kiln under St Martin-in-the-Fields.
 The full sweep of English history is presented through the prism of this thoroughfare, starting with the prehistoric 'boggy wetland scrummage' on the banks of the Thames in the early days of human habitation, when it was like the Norfolk Broads. When you next pass the Coutts building at 440 Strand, the 'first fully-fledged atrium office building' in London, you will think not only of banking halls but of Lundenwic, the lost Anglo-Saxon town - not discovered until the 1980s - that lies beneath it. Lundenwic emerged two centuries after the Romans retreated from Britain and covered the area now bordered by Long Acre and Kingsway to the north. The authors suggest that superstition might have led the Anglo-Saxons to build outside the old Roman walls: did they imagine ghosts as they 'surveyed from afar the colossal wreck, boundless and bare, of the Roman amphitheatre, and of the collapsed basilica and forum'? Perhaps they simply found it more convenient. The old Roman bridge across the Thames was impassable by that time, and the Strand was the first dry and elevated land west of the London Fen, and was close to the ford that was then the only crossing place. In the late seventh century a new church called the West Minster was built at the ford, rivalling the first incarnation of St Paul's (built in 604) further east. Archaeological finds show that Lundenwic was a cosmopolitan town of around nine thousand inhabitants at its peak and 'alive with busy craft industries', including the carving of bone and antler and textile manufacture using wool or flax.
 With the reassuring predictability of a children's history book, the next historic event discussed is the pillaging of the Strand by the Vikings. The ninth-century church of St Clement Danes may have been named in commemoration of the Great Heathen Army's overwintering in London in 871-72. I shall think of Vikings huddling together for warmth when I walk from Embankment to Joe Allen's, on the corner of Burleigh Street and the Strand, for birthday suppers. In 886 King Alfred reoccupied Lundenwic and rechristened it Lundenburh. The Strand is recorded in charters as the Akemannestrete - the road to Bath - and took a sharp right at a hamlet called Cierring (Charing Cross), went up what is now the Haymarket and carried on west past the Ritz and Harrods. Quite wiggly for a Roman road.
 It's not until 1100 that a surviving building is named, Westminster Hall. At the time, the Strand (the first record of its being called the 'Stronde' is in 1185, so named for its proximity to the Thames) 'connected the commercial centre of the City with the courtly and religious life of Westminster' and was therefore a 'street of civic pride and pageantry'. The events of 13 October 1247, the Feast of Edward the Confessor, were 'not untypical', according to the authors, though it can't have been an everyday experience to see the king dressed in sackcloth and carrying a reliquary of Christ's blood, a gift from the patriarch of Jerusalem. Retracing his coronation route, Henry III processed on foot from St Paul's to a Westminster Abbey undergoing reconstruction, where he was greeted by more than a hundred monks 'tearfully singing and exulting'.
 In an echo of the hippos' swamp, the Strand was so deep in mud in 1315 that Edward II signed an ordinance to pave it, though the work needed to be redone in 1353, just as the Black Death swept through London. By 1400, the great medieval flourishing of the Strand had begun. At the time, it was the first road above the northern bank of the Thames; its newly built palaces, most of them the London seats of diocesan bishops, had gardens that spanned the full acreage down to the river, and water gates for access by boat. With great canniness, the bishops ensured that their houses had a row of tenements or 'rents' on the Strand, raking in money for their diocese. The crenellated Savoy Palace, first built in 1236, housed 150 knights and many clerks, including Geoffrey Chaucer. Browell and Chanin suggest that Chaucer may have written the Canterbury Tales there, but this seems unlikely. As they point out, the palace was destroyed by Wat Tyler's rioters in 1381 (Chaucer began the Canterbury Tales in 1387).
 Two maps, Georg Braun's of 1572 and Wenceslaus Hollar's of 1660, help illustrate the urban transformation of the Strand in the 16th and 17th centuries. It went from a picturesque road bordered by fields to the north to the largest in a hubbub of streets leading to squares, including Covent Garden (marked on Hollar's map as a 'piazza'). The dissolution of the monasteries had transferred 'the wealth of the great religious houses to a Protestant landed elite' and the Strand became a 'museum mile', with its eleven great mansions displaying the finest antiquities and artworks. The earl of Leicester rebuilt what had been the episcopal palace of the bishops of Exeter, filling it with paintings and tapestries. There were some brutal evictions. Robert Cecil used 'strong-arm tactics' to acquire land from the bishop of Durham and hastily evicted the sitting tenant, Walter Raleigh. Arundel House, the most gorgeous palace of them all, was acquired by Alethea Howard and her husband, the earl of Arundel. These patrons of the arts exposed their 'jewells of art to publicke view' - these 'jewells' being a peerless library, Greek and Roman sculptures, seventeen Raphaels and a garden designed by Inigo Jones. Denmark House, as Somerset House was called when occupied by Anne of Denmark, had a fountain thirty feet high and eighty feet wide: 'a huge rocky re-creation of Mount Parnassus', with a cavern containing the nine muses in marble and four streams representing the great rivers of England. York House, once the home of the bishops of Norwich, was rebuilt by the duke of Buckingham with a Rubens ceiling depicting the duke's apotheosis. Its only remnant is the old water gate in Embankment Gardens.
 The Civil War, which is covered in just one page (as is the First World War, bizarrely), ended the Strand's period as a Renaissance idyll. Somerset House became a barracks for Parliamentarian soldiers. The other great houses 'never recovered from the damage' of the war and the interregnum. But because of its width and centrality, the Strand retained its ceremonial significance: the diarist Thomas Rugge described Charles II's triumphant return along the Strand to Whitehall, to the sound of 'such shouting as the oldest man alive never heard the like'. John Evelyn went further:
 This day, his majesty, Charles II, came to London ... with a triumph of above twenty thousand horse and foot, brandishing their swords, and shouting with inexpressible joy; the ways strewn with flowers, the bells ringing, the streets hung with tapestry, fountains running with wine; the mayor, aldermen and all the companies, in their liveries, chains of gold, and banners; lords and nobles, clad in cloth of silver, gold and velvet; the windows and balconies, all set with ladies; trumpets, music, and myriads of people flocking, even so far as from Rochester, so as they were seven hours in passing the city, even from two in the afternoon till nine at night. I stood in the Strand and beheld it, and blessed God. 

 After the Great Fire, which fortunately 'lost its potency at Temple' as the 'winds slackened', speculative building began in the streets north of the Strand (the remains of Lundenwic had long since vanished beneath fields). Pepys sometimes stopped for lunch - ox tongue and curds and cream, washed down by a cup of whey from the milk bar in the cellars - or to visit his bookseller or flageolet maker. After the Italianate elegance of earlier centuries, the 18th-century Strand became 'a hub of knowledge and innovation', with instrument makers catering to every new scientific pursuit. Jonathan Sisson's workshop had a high reputation for mathematical instruments; John and Peter Dollond, opticians, made the first telescope to be encased in mahogany (Captain Cook always travelled with his 'Dollond').
 Thomas Twining opened a coffee house at the House of the Golden Lyon on Devereux Court, just off the Strand, in 1706. Then came the Grecian, where Isaac Newton, Edmund Halley and Hans Sloane met 'alongside medical men', Rawthmells on Henrietta Street and the Slaughter Coffee House in St Martin's Lane. Samuel Reiss's Grand Cigar Divan replaced the Fountain Tavern, where the Kit-Cat Club used to meet: entry was a shilling and sixpence (for coffee and a cigar), or for 21 shillings a year you could drink as much coffee as you liked. 'These meeting places,' the authors write, 'became the libraries and colleges from which information expanded.' They were hubs of free speech. The Tudor Somerset House was demolished in 1775 and replaced by the huge neoclassical building we know today. The Royal Academy took up residence in 1779, and other learned societies joined it.
 In 1815, the young doctor Benjamin Golding opened his home on Leicester Place 'every morning to treat the poverty-stricken population of largely distressed Irish labourers and costermongers inhabiting the hovels and tenements in the area'. Demand was so high that three years later he founded the West London Infirmary and Dispensary, which grew into a combined hospital and medical school. This was the first Charing Cross Hospital, which became associated with the newly established University of London and erected its own building in the early 1830s as part of the west Strand improvements. The types of injury seen there attest to the number of building projects in the area. In 1850, the hospital treated 3200 cases relating to building and excavation alone. In 1852, it saw 17,995 patients, of whom 821 had fallen from a height, 246 had been injured by vehicles or steam-powered machinery, 99 had been hurt in explosions or suffered burns and 900 were 'assaulted or bitten by animals'.
 The area around the Strand wasn't pleasant, according to T.H. Huxley, who as a student in the 1840s regularly made the journey from Charing Cross Hospital to the College of Surgeons in Lincoln's Inn Fields and described not only the general squalor but the 'roar of words, filthy and brutal beyond imagination ... within hearing of the traffic of the Strand'. At 3 a.m. every day from that same decade, William Henry Smith (note the initials) at 186 Strand took delivery of 'raw [news]papers' from Fleet Street, wrapped them in twine - he got through a hundred miles of the stuff each week - and loaded them onto carts for delivery to the railways. The company occupied a significant portion of east Strand, with stables for sixty horses.
 The noise and smells of the Strand are never far away in this book. After the Great Stink of 1858, Joseph Bazalgette, chief engineer of the Metropolitan Board of Works, began designing the new embankment and roadway, complete with sewers running beneath the street. Acres of mud were shifted. And then the lights came on. The journalist John Hollingshead opened the Gaiety Theatre in 1868, its facade illuminated with dazzling electric lighting. The Hotel Cecil was built between 1890 and 1896 on the site of Cecil (or Salisbury) House; at night the reflections of the lights from its eight hundred guest rooms and great banqueting hall could be seen dancing on the Thames. The creation of Northumberland Avenue in 1874 saw the destruction of the last of the Renaissance palaces, Northumberland House, which belonged to the Percy family. The Metropolitan Board of Works paid the 5th duke half a million pounds to relocate; he followed other members of the aristocracy in moving further west. Canaletto's painting of the house, from 1752, shows the view from across the large clearing that would become Trafalgar Square. The equestrian statue of Charles I, erected just to one side of Northumberland House in 1675, remains in place today and is considered the central point of the city, the place from which distances 'to London' are officially measured.
 The Strand palaces of the late 19th century were hotels - the Savoy and the Strand Palace, with their constant supply of hot and cold running water. The first issue of the Strand Magazine was published in 1891, with a cover illustration by George Haite. The letters of the title are strung across the street like bunting, while the view looks east, showing the spires of two churches (St Mary-le-Strand and St Clement Danes) and the neo-gothic spire of the Royal Courts of Justice. In 1901, readers queued round the block outside the paper's office in Burleigh Street for the next instalment of The Hound of the Baskervilles.
Despite  the street's width, the traffic was terrible. The rush of visitors to the Great Exhibition of 1851 had brought the Strand to a standstill. The junction at Aldwych and Kingsway was seen as 'an inadequate centre point for the capital of a global-power Britain', according to Browell and Chanin. Local ratepayers petitioned Parliament about the disordered state of the thoroughfare. The end was in sight for pretty Wych Street, which was demolished in 1901 to make way for a much wider Aldwych.
 In 1904, in one twelve-hour period, observers recorded 2582 omnibuses, 1285 hansom cabs, 790 trade vehicles, 286 four-wheelers, 228 bicycles, 112 carriages and 93 barrows passing along the Strand. The Evening Standard worried that Jacob Epstein's eighteen nude statues on the new British Medical Association building were 'laid bare to the gaze of all classes, young and old, in perhaps the busiest thoroughfare of the Metropolis of the world'. 'They are a form of statuary,' the Standard added, 'which no careful father would wish his daughter and no discriminating young man would wish his fiancee to see.' But Charles Holroyd, director of the National Gallery, which moved to its Trafalgar Square building in 1838, disagreed. Along with the Rokeby Venus, which the gallery had acquired in 1906, these statues seemed to Holroyd 'a significant marker of more advanced public opinion in Britain'. They were still causing outrage in 1937, after the building became the Rhodesian High Commission, when protruding parts were removed supposedly 'as a measure of public safety', much to Epstein's outrage.
 The book's coverage of the 20th century is necessarily selective. There's a terrifying photograph of St Clement Danes ablaze in 1941, and one of Londoners getting off a bus at the moment in June 1944 when a V1 bomb landed on Aldwych. The authors discuss Maurice Wilkins's attempts to X-ray DNA (data that would underpin Watson and Crick's model) in the new biophysics unit of King's College London, which required his PhD student Raymond Gosling to nip across to the Strand branch of Woolworth's to buy plasticine and paperclips for mounting 'rehydrated DNA in special cameras'. They plugged hydrogen leaks with a condom - making them worthy successors of the area's 18th-century instrument makers - though it's not clear why three whole pages are devoted to their activities.
 In the 1960s and 1970s the Strand was in great danger from developers who wanted to 'tidy up London's unwelcome urban clutter'. Thanks to campaigning by the newly formed Covent Garden Community Association, the plan to turn the area north of the Strand into a superhighway with elevated pedestrian walkways was scotched. One of the chief campaigners was John Betjeman, who then turned his attention to the restoration of St Mary-le-Strand. He dedicated one of his last poems to the church, which he described as 'a baroque paradise'.
 A paragraph on the many closures of the 1970s and 1980s makes for dispiriting reading: the Italian restaurant Gatti's, the Tivoli Cinema, Yates' Wine Lodge, Mooney's and Henekey's pubs, the Lyons Corner House, the Civil Service Stores and so on, but the redeveloped Coutts building, with its splendid atrium, marked an upturn in the street's fortunes. The Strand still hosts some grand and long-standing establishments as well as more transitory cafes, chain restaurants and tourist shops. It's not so much lovely as full of interest. The Nell Gwynne pub has existed on the same site since 1667. Hidden behind the Savoy Hotel, the King's Chapel of the Savoy is the last remnant of a hospital (in the original sense of the word) for the homeless founded by Henry VIII and completed in 1515. It still holds regular services. In the basement of Australia House is a 900-year-old holy well; the water from it is fresh enough to drink. In 1848 the Grand Cigar Divan began serving food to its hungry chess players and was renamed Simpson's Grand Divan Tavern. Over time it morphed into a restaurant proper, Simpson's in the Strand, which closed in 2020 but is due to reopen next year. At the western end of the street, Charing Cross Station dispatches tens of thousands of commuters and tourists each day; at the eastern end, the facade of the long since closed Strand Underground station is still visible (tours are occasionally permitted). Modernity imposes itself, with new pedestrian zones and bicycle lanes, but many of the buildings are now listed and further big demolition projects unlikely.
 Among the scenarios the authors imagine for the future of the Strand (including submersion under 200 feet of water), they conjure a vision of the street 'at the heart of a regenerated and confident London ... in the midst of a technological and humanist renewal'. I wonder what exactly they mean by 'humanist'. The Strand's two churches have, over the centuries, provided the most elusive aspect of this ever evolving street: continuity.
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Codename Resurrection
David Todd

2993 words'He had one illusion - France; and one disillusion - mankind, including Frenchmen.' John Maynard Keynes's description of the political philosophy of Georges Clemenceau, who led France through the end of the First World War, applies even more to the country's most illustrious leader of the 20th century, Charles de Gaulle. It captures the strange mixture of idealism and realism that constitutes the essence of French, and probably any, nationalism.
Despite his nostalgia for monarchical institutions, de Gaulle keenly admired Clemenceau, a staunch republican. In his War Memoirs, de Gaulle recounted that as he walked down the Champs-Elysees to celebrate the liberation of Paris on 26 August 1944, he hailed the statue of Clemenceau, who 'looked as if he were springing up to march beside us'. De Gaulle wrote that during the parade he recalled other glorious Frenchmen, including Turenne, Napoleon and Foch - three generals who had vanquished German armies - and two Frenchwomen: Genevieve, whose prayers saved Paris from Attila's Huns in the fifth century, and Joan of Arc, who inspired the liberation of France from the English in the 15th century. His appreciation did not extend to anyone foreign, least of all Free France's Anglo-American allies, who had done most of the fighting from the Normandy beaches to Paris but were not invited to the parade: apart from a few foreign 'reporters and photographers' who were allowed to immortalise this instance of French glory, 'only Frenchmen' took part.
The War Memoirs, published in three separate volumes between 1954 and 1959, can be considered the canonical text of contemporary French nationalism - a nationalism cleansed of racism and antisemitism as well as the folly of world or European hegemony, and updated in order to maintain the greatness of a former great power. In Imagined Communities (1983), Benedict Anderson remarks on the similarities between religious and national feeling, and the way the latter prevailed over the former thanks to the development of print capitalism. De Gaulle's War Memoirs fit Anderson's analysis perfectly. The Champs-Elysees parade is the apotheosis of the second volume, entitled L'Unite (Unity). It celebrates not military victory but the restoration of national concord: 'this was one of those miracles of national consciousness ... In this community, with only a single thought, a single enthusiasm, a single cry, all differences vanished, all individuals disappeared.' The three volumes were immediate and enduring bestsellers. The first, L'Appel (The Call to Honour), sold 100,000 copies within five weeks of publication in 1954. In 2000, a collected edition came out in Gallimard's most prestigious imprint, La Pleiade. The introduction says that sales over the decades surpassed two million copies and describes de Gaulle as 'the last great writer about France'.
In 2010, the third volume, Le Salut (Salvation), was assigned as a set text, alongside Homer's Odyssey, to students sitting the national baccalaureate exam in literature. The ultimate stage of national commodification was reached when Emmanuel Macron included a copy of the Pleiade edition, lying ostentatiously open next to a golden inkwell surmounted by a Gallic cockerel, with a tricolour flag in the background, in his official portrait in 2017. Anderson is mostly concerned with the initial imagining of the nation as the common horizon of disparate individuals. De Gaulle's War Memoirs sought to reimagine the French national community. To a large extent, the enterprise succeeded, working its magic for several decades.
The War Memoirs should be read neither as a work of literature nor as historical testimony. Francois Mauriac, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1952 and a fervent Gaullist, thought them worthy of Bossuet and Pascal - two masters of 17th-century French prose, but theologians before they were writers. The more impartial Roland Barthes characterised de Gaulle's prose as 'frantically anachronistic', 'the style of a pastiche writer'. The memoirs are even more pompous in English translation. This is not to fault the 1950s translators: Jonathan Griffin for the first volume, Richard Howard for the second and third. (This new edition fails to give them credit.) Yet translating the sacred text of a foreign creed is fraught with difficulty. Thinking of France 'in a certain way' does not quite convey de Gaulle's mystical opening sentence of The Call to Honour, in which he says he has all his life had 'une certaine idee de la France'. 'Singing to France the ballad of her greatness', as de Gaulle described his own endeavour, rings false in any language other than French.
As testimony, the War Memoirs are notoriously unreliable. Of De Gaulle's succinct account - just four sentences - of the conditions under which the British government let him broadcast on the BBC on 18 June 1940 his famous call to keep fighting, notwithstanding France's military collapse, Julian Jackson's equanimous biography says: 'De Gaulle knew that not one of these four sentences was entirely true.'* The text reproduced in the War Memoirs is the speech he had written for the occasion, not the exact words the British government - fearful of alienating the French authorities - allowed him to use. Yet the speech delivered was brave and rousing enough. A mere colonel, temporarily promoted to the rank of brigadier general not three weeks earlier, rejected the legitimacy of the French government and, banking on the resources of the British Empire and future US intervention, promised ultimate victory to the French willing to join him. He did say: 'The flame of French resistance must not be extinguished and will not be extinguished.' Marshal Petain's new Vichy regime, bent on collaboration with Nazi Germany, rescinded de Gaulle's temporary promotion and condemned him to death in absentia for rebellion.
Although de Gaulle's recollections often exaggerated his foresight and sagacity, the liberties he took with historical reality were inspired by political considerations rather than personal vanity. First came a desire to legitimise France's status as a victorious power, by inflating the role of Free France in the Allied struggle against the Axis. To counter Vichy's characterisation of the Free French as mercenaries fighting for Britain, he magnified his quarrels with Allied governments and overlooked the numerous occasions when he gave in to their demands. Lengthy, unexciting descriptions of military operations in the Libyan desert, the Italian Apennines and southern Alsace gave the impression of a significant Free French military contribution. To appease domestic divisions, de Gaulle also forgot many of his friends and forgave most of his enemies. He underplayed the heroism of resistance movements in occupied France and overstated the ease with which they rallied behind him. And instead of asking painful questions about popular adherence to Vichy's Revolution nationale, he blamed capitulation and collaboration on the thirst for power of a handful of individuals, not least Petain: 'Military glory ... had not satisfied him, since it had not loved him alone. And here, suddenly, in the extreme winter of his life, events were offering to his gifts and pride the opportunity - so long awaited! - to expand without limits.' In his 1882 lecture 'What is a nation?', Ernest Renan said that 'forgetting, and I daresay historical error, is an essential factor in the creation of a nation.' Reinventing a nation, too, requires historical licence.
The writing of the War Memoirs was itself a political act, because it aided de Gaulle's eventual return to power. Faced with a newly elected Constituent Assembly hostile to his constitutional ideas, he resigned as leader of the French government in 1946. He then failed to prevent the adoption of the Fourth Republic's constitution which, if anything, increased the powers of a fractious parliament, perceived by de Gaulle as the root cause of French decadence in the 1930s and collapse in 1940. His attempt to regain power by founding a new party, the Rassemblement du Peuple Francais, ended in failure in the early 1950s. Only then did de Gaulle seriously embark on writing about his years as the leader of Free France. The warm reception of the first two volumes, in 1954 and 1956, helped rebuild his reputation. By the time the third volume came out, in 1959, he was back in power. He had successfully pushed through the adoption of a new constitution that strengthened the powers of the presidency and was elected the first president of the Fifth Republic in December 1958.
Yet  the greatest political comeback in 20th-century France owed more to the travails of decolonisation than to the sales of the War Memoirs. Ignominious defeat in Indochina, the growth of opposition to French rule in most colonies and above all the FLN's armed struggle for Algeria's independence from 1954 undermined the international prestige and domestic stability of the Fourth Republic. Algeria seemed intractable because it had been annexed as part of France for more than a century. The political elite and military leaders - not to mention the million European settlers who made up 10 per cent of Algeria's population - could not imagine separation from metropolitan France. When a weak government seemed about to bow to American pressure and consider negotiations with the independence movement in 1958, the army, with the support of European settlers, seized power in Algiers and threatened to invade metropolitan France unless de Gaulle was called back to power. The operation's codename was 'Resurrection'.
This context helps to explain why the War Memoirs pay so much attention to French colonial territories. By my rough count, a third of the book is dedicated to the empire - as the setting of de Gaulle's incessant travelling and scheming, as a contributor to the war effort and as the guarantor of France's status as a great power. Only the gradual rallying of French colonies to de Gaulle gave Free France a measure of credibility on the international stage. De Gaulle paid due homage to Felix Eboue, the governor of Chad who switched allegiance from Vichy and gave Free France its first territory in August 1940: 'This man of intelligence and heart, this coloured man so ardently French, this humanist philosopher, revolted with his whole being against the submission of France and the triumph of Nazi racial intolerance.' Until 1944, a majority of Free French troops were non-white colonial subjects. This helped persuade de Gaulle of the need for reform to improve their lot, but also convinced him that France ought to keep its empire. In surreal passages he even envisages the acquisition of new colonies at the expense of Fascist Italy, or describes in detail his manoeuvres to thwart Britain's plan to become the Middle East's 'sole suzerain'. 'Here we are back in the Fashoda days,' he quotes approvingly from a report by his emissary in Syria in 1943 - an allusion to the confrontation between British and French forces on the banks of the Nile in 1898, during the 'scramble for Africa'.
De Gaulle's colonial delusions were snide attacks against a Fourth Republic that he considered incapable of maintaining French imperial greatness. In the first volume, written shortly before the military disaster of Dien Bien Phu sealed the fate of French Indochina, he recounts taking an oath, after Japan invaded the colony in September 1940, that he would one day bring it back into the orbit of France. In the third volume he is still suggesting that a 'secret plan' he had concocted (involving the improbable restoration of Duy Tan, a former emperor of Vietnam exiled to Reunion in 1916 and an early supporter of the Free French) might have preserved French interests in Asia. On the other hand, the War Memoirs say nothing about the claims of Algerian nationalists. The harsh repression of protests in the province of Constantine by de Gaulle's government in May and June 1945 - estimates range from five thousand to thirty thousand Muslim protesters killed - is dealt with in a single, matter-of-fact sentence: 'In Algeria, an insurrection begun in the Constantinois ... was put down by Governor General Chataigneau.'
When he returned to power in 1958, de Gaulle was cautious not to commit himself to any specific policy on Algeria, but readers of the War Memoirs could be forgiven for believing he had hatched another secret plan to preserve French rule in North Africa. Perhaps he had himself come to believe in his capacity to perform miracles. But once he realised that keeping Algeria diminished rather than enhanced French power, he became instead a resolute advocate of self-determination - putting down a coup attempt by the army and surviving assassination attempts by supporters of French Algeria - and accepted independence in 1962. He went on to try to reinvent French greatness yet again, by conducting an autonomous global foreign policy. After France secured its own nuclear deterrent, he withdrew the French military from Nato command and loudly criticised American policy in Latin America, Vietnam and the Middle East. This pursuit of a geopolitical third way echoed the aspiration expressed in the War Memoirs that France should become 'the spokesman of the small and medium-sized nations'.
Did this policy reflect a visceral anti-Americanism? In the War Memoirs de Gaulle evokes countless squabbles with the British government. But he also lavishes praise on Churchill, 'the great champion of a great enterprise and the great artist of a great history'. He admired the patriotism of ordinary Britons and called them a 'great people'. Yet after the US entered the war, he became distraught by the growing 'subjection' of Churchill and other British leaders to American power. He was especially shocked by Churchill's pledge of allegiance to America's leadership in June 1944: 'each time we [Britons] must choose between Europe and the open sea, we shall choose the open sea. Each time I must choose between you [de Gaulle] and Roosevelt, I shall always choose Roosevelt.' De Gaulle must have been as horrified by the renunciation of national independence as by the personal snub.
Apart from soldierly admiration for MacArthur and Eisenhower, the War Memoirs are short on kind words for Americans and especially their political leaders. The secretary of state, Cordell Hull, was 'conscientious' but 'hampered ... by his summary understanding of what was not American'. Commenting on the confidence of 'the American elite', de Gaulle notes sarcastically, and with a touch of envy, 'how becoming optimism is to those who can afford it.' American soldiers stationed in England, although 'good-natured', seemed to him 'bad-mannered'. Yet his main quarrel was with President Roosevelt: 'his will to power cloaked itself in idealism.' Distrust was mutual. Roosevelt suspected de Gaulle of being an aspiring dictator. The US kept up diplomatic relations with Vichy France until Petain's government severed them in November 1942. Roosevelt then continued to court Vichy supporters, officially in order to minimise the effects of collaboration and encourage Vichy's backing of the Allied cause. But for de Gaulle, it was a ploy to pass France off as a defeated country and ensure American dominance in Western Europe after the war. Tensions culminated in a bizarre Franco-American military stand-off in May 1945, when the US government demanded that French forces withdraw from French-speaking portions of Italian territory that de Gaulle hoped to annex: with extraordinary aplomb, he maintained that 'the source of this affair' was America's 'desire for hegemony'.
It is easy to discern why America distrusted this grandiloquent officer who claimed to embody France - in the War Memoirs, he referred to himself in the third person whenever he incarnated his country - and to ridicule de Gaulle's obsession with the American desire to subvert French sovereignty. He occasionally portrayed the US and its British auxiliary as adversaries on a par with Nazi Germany. In the autumn of 1944, de Gaulle went to Moscow to negotiate a treaty of alliance with the Soviet Union. He was hoping to revive 'the old Franco-Russian solidarity which, though repeatedly betrayed and repudiated, remained no less a part of the natural order of things, as much in relation to the German menace as to the endeavours of Anglo-American hegemony'.
Yet in hindsight, shouldn't we admit, with de Gaulle, that the US is no more immune than other nations to the 'will to power'? The assumption that only Americans are committed to moral internationalist ideals while other nations are inspired by narrow-minded realpolitik is no less ridiculous than de Gaulle's fear of American hegemony. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 and Trump's grotesque neo-imperialism confirm that de Gaulle was a shrewd analyst of international relations. From his conviction in 1940 that Nazi Germany was bound to lose the Second World War to his belief that Russia wouldn't remain communist, that British aspirations to take part in European integration were doomed to failure and that the US would not resist the temptation of global empire, his prophetic record is impressive.
In his own land, however, the prophet's thundering commandments have been mostly forgotten. Even as all political parties - including Marine Le Pen's Rassemblement National, founded by supporters of French Algeria who loathed de Gaulle - now pay homage to 'the man of 18 June', there is little about French domestic politics or foreign policy that evinces the Gaullist legacy. A fractious parliament has relegated an impotent president to the shadows. On the international stage, the crusade led by Jacques Chirac against the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq now looks like the last gasp of a dying creed. In 2009 Nicolas Sarkozy rescinded the Gaullian withdrawal of France from Nato command. Under the presidencies of Francois Hollande and Macron, France has abandoned singularity in foreign policy, let alone the pretence of greatness.
The decay of Gaullism wouldn't have surprised de Gaulle, who often complained about his countrymen's lack of commitment to national greatness. As a Frenchman myself, I find it difficult to make up my mind about de Gaulle. Jews aren't permitted to approve or disapprove of Moses. Ultimately, I suppose I'd subscribe to the verdict of my Jewish great-grandmother, a left-winger with little sympathy for Gaullism: de Gaulle was tough but necessary medicine for an ailing France. He was an insufferable peacock and a remarkable statesman.
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On Jean Rhys
Susannah Clapp
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For a long stretch  of her long life, Jean Rhys was thought to be dead: drowned in the Seine, they said. For some of it she was thought to be a fraud. In 1949 a neighbour in Beckenham who knew her by the name of her husband (who was a real fraud) accused her of impersonating the famous author Jean Rhys. 'I feel rather tactless being still alive,' she wrote to her daughter. She often said she felt like a ghost, and sometimes like a ghost's technological equivalent: 'A writer is only a telephone.'
Hilton Als, who has curated exhibitions inspired by Joan Didion and James Baldwin, has now created one about Rhys. Postures: Jean Rhys in the Modern World, recently on display at London's Michael Werner Gallery, does not try to cover all Rhys's glimmers in and out of vivacity. Nevertheless there is a spectral quality to this 'collective portrait', which includes no actual portrait of Rhys herself. Paintings, sculptures, photographs - and one dress - from the 18th to the 21st century are shown alongside extracts from Rhys's writing, without further explanation. Als has said he wanted to make 'an emotional transcription of how she makes me feel'. Which raises the question of who this exhibition is about, whose postures these are.
Guesswork and free association are required. A few works evidently summon Wide Sargasso Sea. A sumptuous untitled painting by Hurvin Anderson is a direct reaction: tall flames leaping up from a house, a dark horse, a background of that 'extreme green' that so disturbs the male narrator. A graceful engraving by Agostino Brunias shows 'Free Natives of Dominica'. Hans Bellmer's spooky dolls (what dolls are not spooky when not held by a child?) might serve as a reminder that the heroine has in unhappiness a 'doll's smile', that Antoinette is also a marionette. Elsewhere, a Eugene Atget photograph of some stocky prostitutes provides a more companionable view of the Paris of After Leaving Mr Mackenzie. If only it had been accompanied by a quotation from Rhys's favourite novel about a demi-mondaine: The Sands of Pleasure by Filson Young.
There is a thin line between the tangential and the bafflingly oblique. Celia Paul's simmering portrait of Charlotte Bronte - eyes down, mouth set, raw-boned, wary, building to thunder - is a hot line to the person who created Bertha Mason. Yet a few feet away is Gwen John's Girl in a Red Shawl, in creams and rusts, with no harsh lines but very exact hair, looking like a mural in the process of being uncovered. Without a linking narrative it is not easy to decide what might bring the paintings by John and Paul together: their centre partings? Their lack of grinning? Or are both brought into the Rhys ambit by a narrative of the once neglected female artist, a narrative which clings even after triumph.
One of the people responsible for Rhys's eventual triumph, for bringing her work back into print, was Francis Wyndham, whose account of her as friend and writer is robust and far reaching. He found a feeling of the 1960s in her work, with its 'elegant surface and the paranoid content'. He knew her as a 'slant-eyed siren', a delighter in 'sacred moments of frivolity' which 'nearly made life worth living'. There is little of that here, save in some free-flowing Francis Picabia drawings of women with bow lips and skinny eyebrows. The item that might have been expected to bring Rhys physically closer is one of the most alienating. A cotton house dress, dating from just before the First World War, which belonged to Rhys, has already had its own after-story in an essay by Sophie Oliver. Red and blue, patterned with white chrysanthemums, it loses its life on a dumpy model stand; it's hard to picture it on a woman who wrote of prising herself out of black into grey and navy. Too solid for a siren.
The most purposeful of Als's rooms is dedicated to a different Rhys afterlife: her influence on writers from the Caribbean. Here are 69 photographs of Dominica, along with photographs of Jamaica Kincaid, Caryl Phillips - whose novel A View of the Empire at Sunset is based on Rhys's life - and Derek Walcott, whose poem 'Jean Rhys' was published in the New Yorker in 1980 ('the bay below is green as calalu, stewing Sargasso'). The collection highlights the limitation of the English responses to Rhys's work when I first read it in the 1970s. For a long time there was an assumption that most readers would be blank about the Caribbean: my Penguin Classics edition of Wide Sargasso Sea from 2000 has a footnote explaining what a mango is. Although there is no picture of Rhys on display, her words wheeze around the room in a radio recording: the 1957 Third Programme broadcast of Good Morning, Midnight, arranged and performed by the actress Selma Vaz Dias. Vaz Dias had played the part of a lying passenger in The Lady Vanishes: 'There has been no English lady here.'
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Tightrope of Hope
Hal Foster

3125 wordsShould  we confine our use of the term 'fascism' to its time and place of emergence, the 1920s and 1930s in Italy, Germany and Spain, or extend it to recent manifestations in the United States, Hungary, Turkey and elsewhere? In the first instance we risk distancing ourselves from the problem; in the second we risk draining the term of analytical precision. A third approach - reconstructing the way opponents of fascism reacted to it at the moments of greatest danger - could illuminate its historical particulars while still pointing to connections in the present. Such at least is the wager of Surrealism and Anti-Fascism, a rich anthology of texts by Surrealists and fellow travellers in France and beyond, which doubles as the catalogue for the ambitious exhibition But Live Here? No Thanks: Surrealism and Anti-Fascism, shown at the Lenbachhaus in Munich this past year. As the Surrealists and associates were inveterate makers of manifestos and signers of communiques, there is no shortage of documents to sift through.
 Born out of Dada, the Surrealists began life as anarchists. A group portrait from January 1924 arranges photographs of the young Andre Breton, Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, Max Ernst and others in a grid around a mugshot of an even more youthful Germaine Berton, an anarchist who assassinated Marius Plateau, editor of the ultra-nationalist Action francaise. With titles like 'Open the Prisons, Disband the Army', the early proclamations of the group in La Revolution surrealiste, its first magazine, were also anarchistic. 'We do not accept that the free development of a delirium should be shackled,' they declared in an open letter (in all likelihood prompted by Antonin Artaud) to the directors of mental institutions. 'The asylum for the mentally ill, under cover of science and justice, is comparable to a barracks, a prison or a penal colony.' Anti-militaristic, anti-disciplinary and anti-psychiatric, these tracts anticipate positions later taken by Foucault, Laing and Cooper, Deleuze and Guattari, and today's prison abolition movement.
 In his great essay on Surrealism from 1929 Walter Benjamin too underscored its anarchistic dimension. The Surrealists were 'the first to liquidate the sclerotic liberal-moral-humanistic ideal of freedom', he argued, and 'to win the energies of intoxification for the revolution'. In relating the discoveries of Freud to the demands of Marx, they insisted that subjective transformation was part and parcel of political transformation. However, truly to bind 'revolt to revolution', Benjamin continued, the group had to weld 'this experience of freedom' to the 'constructive, dictatorial side of revolution' - that is, it had to come to terms with communist discipline. Here was the rub for the Surrealists, whose relationship to the Parti communiste francais (PCF) was fraught from the start, philosophically as well as politically.
 The 'motivating force' of the Surrealists, Breton wrote in his 'Second Manifesto', also from 1929, was to 'find and fix' the 'point of the mind at which life and death, the real and the imagined, past and future, the communicable and the incommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived as contradictions'. To many supporters then and later, this goal was in keeping with the principles of dialectical materialism. But if that really was the case, the PCF demanded of Breton (who was summoned no fewer than five times before its control commission), why persist with this artistic business at all? The Surrealist commitment to psychoanalysis was another non-starter for the PCF; one official dismissed the Surrealists as gadflies who 'study pederasty and dreams'. Soon any involvement in avant-garde practice became problematic as well: in 1934 Moscow ruled out all modernist art in favour of socialist realism. Then came news of the Stalin trials and purges. Exercising a great deal of self-deception, some Surrealists, including Aragon, remained party members. Most of the others left; the proud Breton was further alienated when he was refused a speaking slot at the International Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture in 1935.
 A chief attraction of the PCF was its anti-fascism, yet already in the early 1930s the Surrealists were able to forge other alliances on that front, first with the Association of Revolutionary Writers and Artists and then with the Union of Revolutionary Intellectuals; both groups anticipated the Popular Front of 1936. In the late 1930s the Surrealists agitated directly against French neutrality in the Spanish Civil War as well as opposing homegrown fascist movements like Action Francaise and Croix-de-Feu, which called for the deportation of all aliens. Their texts of protest didn't hold back in their use of such labels as 'authoritarian' and 'totalitarian'.
 By this time, Breton was identifying as a Trotskyist, and in summer 1938 he travelled to Mexico City to meet with the great dissident communist. Both men stayed with Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo (quite the menage), and there they collaborated on the influential manifesto 'For an Independent Revolutionary Art'. In the wake of the decree about socialist realism as well as the Nazi condemnation of modernist art as 'degenerate', Breton and Trotsky insisted on the semi-autonomy of art. At the same time, they brooked neither 'pure art' nor 'political indifference' (pure art, they noted, 'generally serves the extremely impure ends of reaction'). While Stalin and Hitler wanted to remake artists into 'domestic servants of the regime', Breton and Trotsky held that 'true art is unable not to be revolutionary, not to aspire to a complete and radical reconstruction of society,' turning an apparent contradiction into an overly neat chiasmus: 'The independence of art - for the revolution. The revolution - for the complete liberation of art.' This was just what many artists and writers wanted to hear. Translated by Dwight Macdonald in Partisan Review, the manifesto helped to justify the displacement traced by Clement Greenberg in a sunny retrospect from 1957. 'Some day,' he wrote in the essay 'The Late Thirties in New York', 'it will have to be told how "anti-Stalinism", which started out more or less as "Trotskyism", turned into art for art's sake, and thereby cleared the way, heroically, for what was to come.' That heroic thing was Abstract Expressionism. So much for the caution about pure art and political indifference.
 The Surrealists saw colonialism and imperialism as intrinsic to fascism, and from start to finish they campaigned against both, opposing the wars in Morocco in the 1920s and Algeria in the 1950s. 'You are being sent to die in Morocco,' they wrote in 'To the Soldiers and Sailors' (1925), 'to allow the bankers to get their hands on the natural resources of the Republic of the Rif to line the pockets of a few capitalists.' The group was also alert to the ways in which primitivist spectacle supported the imperialist project, condemning the 1931 Colonial Exhibition in Paris (which put Senegalese men and women on display) as the 'piracy' of 'vultures'. What was on sale at 'the pavilions at Vincennes', the Surrealists argued, was the 'particularly repugnant idea of "Greater France"', with which 'the whole bourgeoisie' was complicit, and they called on readers 'to recognise colonial peoples as allies of the world proletariat': 'We use our surplus capital to send ships, shovels and pickaxes to Africa and Asia, thanks to which they are finally introduced to wage labour, something we are pleased to present as a gift to the natives.' In a similar spirit they signed a tract in 1934 titled 'Murderous Humanitarianism', which pointed to the ideological cover that humanitarian gestures can provide for imperialist ventures, calling for a reframing of colonial war as 'civil war'.
 As a counter to the Colonial Exhibition, which attracted more than eight million visitors, the Surrealists participated in a little show called The Truth about the Colonies; only about four thousand people saw it. The show also pointed to a complicity of their own, since it drew on tribal pieces from the collections of both Breton and Eluard. More problematic still was the involvement of the ethnographers Marcel Griaule and Michel Leiris - members of the dissident Surrealist group around Georges Bataille that produced the journal Documents - in the Dakar-Djibouti mission of the early 1930s which, among other expropriations, helped to stock the future Musee de l'Homme with sub-Saharan artworks. Leiris produced L'Afrique fantome (1934) from notes made on this trip, yet this sui generis text is more self-ethnography than anything else.
 Despite such complications many colonial writers and artists embraced Surrealism, and in keeping with recent scholarship Surrealism and Anti-Fascism tracks their connections beyond the usual bounds of the movement. Martinican writers feature prominently. In 1932, while a student in Paris, Rene Menil launched a journal called Legitime Defense dedicated to 'the Caribbean question'. Reviling 'the extermination of love' and the 'confinement' of dreaming, 'generally known under the name of Western civilisation', Menil called on 'the children of the black bourgeoisie' to become 'traitors to this class'. Although it was banned after just one issue, fellow Martinicans Aime and Suzanne Cesaire, who were also in Paris in the 1930s, followed up with the journal L'Etudiant noir, in which they developed the philosophy of Negritude with the poet Leopold Senghor (later the first president of independent Senegal). Back in Martinique by 1941, the Cesaires launched another magazine, Tropiques, which suggested that the cultural syncretism of the Caribbean was Surrealist avant la lettre. Aime explored this notion in his poetry, as did the Cuban Chinese Wifredo Lam in his painting, both mixing European languages with local idioms. Lam arrived in Martinique in the spring of 1941 aboard the Capitaine Paul-Lemerle along with an extraordinary group of escapees from Vichy France including Breton, Victor Serge, Germaine Krull, Claude Levi-Strauss and Anna Seghers, whose novel Transit (1944) narrated the deadly catch-22s of exit visas at that most precarious of times. 'It was more like the departure of a convict ship,' Levi-Strauss recalled in Tristes Tropiques (1955), and some passengers were in fact interned in Fort-de-France. Breton was one of them, but this enforced layover gave him the opportunity to influence new friends like the Cesaires and to be influenced by them.
 Hardships notwithstanding, exile reanimated the movement. 'Many have believed that Surrealism is dead,' Suzanne Cesaire wrote in 'Surrealism and Us' (1943). 'Childish nonsense: its activity today extends to the entire world, and Surrealism remains livelier and bolder than ever.' Not only did it preserve 'the image of freedom' during the 'difficult years of Vichy domination', but as the 'tightrope of our hope' it also pointed to a world beyond 'the sordid ... antinomies: Whites/Blacks, Europeans/Africans, civilised/savage'. In the meantime, Suzanne added, anticipating Frantz Fanon (yet another Martinican), 'millions of Black hands ... will spread terror everywhere.' While Suzanne looked to a radical diaspora 'in New York, in Brazil, in Mexico, in Argentina, in Cuba, in Canada, in Algiers', Aime underscored the colonialist blowback already visited on Europe. For this one-time teacher of Fanon and longtime mayor of Fort-de-France, the civilised/savage hierarchy was not transcended but inverted. 'A poison has been distilled into the veins of Europe and, slowly but surely, the continent proceeds toward savagery,' he wrote in 'Discourse on Colonialism' (1950). 'And then one fine day the bourgeoisie is awakened by a terrific boomerang effect: the gestapos are busy, the prisons fill up, the torturers standing around the racks invent, refine, discuss.' Once reserved for Algeria, India and Africa, 'colonialist procedures' are now applied to 'the white man'.
 While the Surrealists' involvement in psychoanalysis was derided by the Communist Party, for Pierre Yoyotte, another Martinican writer, it was key to the 'anti-fascist significance' of the movement. As early as 1934 he argued that communism had failed to exploit the 'political importance of collective emotions' as adroitly as fascism had: 'The great discovery and the essential originality of fascism is its utilisation of the irrational as [an] autonomous ... factor in the political domain.' Fascism was an 'emotional and ideational revolution' that exploited the 'psychological misery' of the proletariat as much as its 'economic poverty'. Surrealism spoke to this 'misery of desire' too, but in a way that opposed the fascist manipulation of 'masochism and sublimation'. Such attention to collective emotions suggests that Yoyotte had read Freud, in particular Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921).
 Certainly Bataille knew this text when he wrote 'The Psychological Structure of Fascism' in 1933, soon after Hitler was appointed chancellor. Bataille saw socialism and fascism as enemy twins with a 'common opposition to the general dissociation of homogeneous society'. Both, that is, opposed the thinning out of the social compact said to be caused by parliamentary democracy - a common critique at the time. Fascism, in Bataille's analysis, responded to this 'homogeneous' loosening of societal ties with a 'heterogeneous' order of strict hierarchies held together by the emotional bond forged between the leader and the masses, as Freud had intimated in Group Psychology. The genius of fascism was its 'timely recourse to reawakened affective forces' that drew on the primordial ambivalence of the sacred realm, which was powered by poles of 'attraction and repulsion'. In a group called the College of Sociology with collaborators including Leiris and Roger Caillois, Bataille went on to explore various brotherhoods and secret societies which, they thought, tapped into this sacred force. There were accusations that Bataille was more seduced by fascism than critical of it, accusations that resurfaced in the 1980s when interest in this complex thinker revived. In his defence, Bataille was also involved in the mid-1930s, with his bitter rival Breton no less, in an explicitly anti-fascist group called Contre-Attaque, which in one of its communiques inveighed against the 'heterogeneous' trinity of French fascism: pere, patrie, patron.
 Despite these anti-fascist involvements, not many Surrealists were active in the Resistance. Eluard participated, as did the poet Robert Desnos, who was arrested by the Gestapo in 1944 and died a year later at Theresienstadt. Another committed Surrealist was Claude Cahun (nee Lucy Schwob), whose marvellous anti-memoir of texts and photomontages, Aveux non avenus, has appeared in a new English edition as Cancelled Confessions.* A lesbian, a Jew and a Trotskyist, Cahun couldn't have been more vulnerable. She lived with her partner, Marcel Moore (nee Suzanne Malherbe), on Jersey; the Channel Islands were the only British territory occupied by the German army. There, as a form of 'militant Surrealist activity', she wrote and distributed subversive notes, usually signed 'the soldier without a name' or simply 'Heine'. 'Fool!' one of them admonished. 'You are only commanded one small thing! That you should die so that the Fuhrer may live a little longer!'
The more  famous Surrealists, such as Breton and Ernst, left for the US and Mexico, which, again, had significant ramifications for young writers and artists in the Americas. However, when the Surrealists returned to a ravaged Europe after the war, they faced criticism from new artistic groups like CoBrA, and the indifference of new philosophical schools, notably Existentialism. They were dismissed by prominent intellectuals across the left - from Sartre, who was committed to political engagement, to Adorno, who insisted on aesthetic autonomy. Adorno was especially caustic. 'Surrealist constructions are merely analogous to dreams, not more,' he wrote in a critique from 1956 that was also a rebuttal to his long-dead interlocutor Benjamin; they express a subjectivity more 'estranged' than liberated 'from the world'. As Adorno saw it, Surrealist art had also been compromised by postwar conditions: made of 'world-rubble', the montages of Surrealism created only 'nature morte'; 'After the European catastrophe the Surrealist shocks lost their force.'
 Surrealism underwent a different sort of assimilation in the postwar United States; as early as the 1950s some of its subversive devices were turned into seductive gimmicks by Madison Avenue ad men and Hollywood movie directors. In the late 1960s, however, a group in Chicago arose to reclaim Surrealism from co-option. Led by Franklin and Penelope Rosemont, the group pointed to the Surrealist dimension in folk, pop and Black forms of expression like the Watts Towers, Tex Avery cartoons and jazz. They also worked to realign the politics of Surrealism with the New Left, a move that prompted a letter from Herbert Marcuse on the 'Surrealistic' aspect of 1968. '"All power to the imagination" was a genuine Surrealistic call in the midst of the insurrection,' he wrote to the Chicago group. 'But the call was silenced in the confrontations with the political reality: the organisation of the labour movement, the armed forces of the government. In this confrontation, the Surrealistic appeal to spontaneity, to the unconscious, madness also comes to naught.' The Belgian Situationist Raoul Vaneigem presented a more scathing retrospect in A Cavalier History of Surrealism (1977). Although Situationist practices like derives and detournements were Surrealist in inspiration, he disparaged Surrealism as a mere art movement 'always doomed to be part of the game of old and new in the cultural sphere'. 'Wandering between the devil of total freedom and the death of culture', these old anti-fascists had failed to see that, in the society of spectacle, fascism operates primarily through the colonisation of everyday life.
 More productive, certainly less fatalistic, were the postwar legatees of Surrealism who carried forward the anti-colonial project developed by Menil, Yoyotte and the Cesaires. 'The revolts of the colonial world,' the historian Robin D.G. Kelley has argued, 'animated Surrealists as much as reading Freud or Marx.' First among this number was Ted Joans, an African American artist who travelled widely in search of kindred spirits, expanding the Surrealist map of the world to feature Africa more prominently than before. Others deepened this connection, either by reading jazz as a Surrealist art (Kodwo Eshun) or by positing an Afro-Surreal aesthetic (D. Scot Miller) encompassing diverse artists and writers from Lam, Romare Bearden, Bob Kaufman, Ishmael Reed and Samuel R. Delany to Jean-Michel Basquiat, Yinka Shonibare, Nick Cave, Kehinde Wiley and Kara Walker. 'Afro-Surrealists restore the cult of the past,' Miller writes in his manifesto of 2009. 'We revisit old ways with new eyes.' Also in 2009 Robin Kelley edited, with Franklin Rosemont, a volume titled Black, Brown & Beige: Surrealist Writings from Africa and the Diaspora, which is an important precursor of the present anthology. Kelley is especially interested in juxtapositions of 'Surrealist and Black conceptions of liberation', as summed up in the thought-experiment '[Thelonious] Monk meets Lautreamont on the night train to freedom.' Here the Surrealist trope of the chance encounter, in this case an imaginary one, points to new kinds of historical interpretation as well as artistic creation, along the lines of the 'critical fabulation' practised by the cultural theorist Saidiya Hartman and the notions of a 'Black Bataille' and 'Black Dada' proposed by the artists Aria Dean and Adam Pendleton respectively. The circle of 'Surrealism and Us', traced by Suzanne Cesaire more than eighty years ago, continues to expand.
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Pregnant with Monsters
Terry Eagleton

2569 wordsThere is  something mildly comic about the name Arthur Schopenhauer. The homely 'Arthur' doesn't sit well alongside the stately, mouth-filling 'Schopenhauer'. Schopenhauer himself saw such incongruities as the essence of humour. He was a full-blooded metaphysician but also a vulgar materialist, and in moving between the two his work, like his name, teeters on the brink of bathos. He studied medicine at the University of Gottingen, but he also believed in what he called the Will, a blindly persistent desire at the root of everything, and detected its presence in yawning and sneezing, vomiting and twitching, as well as in more high-toned matters such as the utter futility of human history. Rather as Freud would abstract particular wants and wishes to the more fundamental phenomenon of desire, so Schopenhauer subsumed scratching an itch and fighting a war to the same category. The Will is a grisly caricature of Hegel's Reason or Spirit, which is a far more positive affair.
 Schopenhauer wanted to outdo Hegel in intellectual grandeur, but his work has a cracker-barrel quality to it, as when he illustrates the conflict between body and mind by pointing out that people find it hard to walk and talk at the same time. He regarded Hegel as a supreme charlatan, and in a fit of masochism chose to hold his lectures at the University of Berlin at the same hour as the great man, ending up with an audience of just three students. He regarded the work of most philosophers except for Plato, Kant and himself as a lot of hot air. He was venomous, arrogant and cantankerous, and professed to believe that Germans needed long words in order to give their minds more time to think. He was also a ferocious misogynist even by the relaxed standards of the time. He once picked a woman up and threw her violently to the floor, causing her permanent damage. He regarded feminism as 'lady-nonsense' and was in favour of polygamy. His mother told him that he was irritating, overbearing and insignificant, which makes you wonder what his enemies thought of him. He was also a full-blown irrationalist, for whom reason was merely a blunt instrument of the Will. All human consciousness, he believed, is false consciousness, a pathological refusal to see things as they really are. The world is one vast externalisation of a useless passion, and that alone is real.
 Schopenhauer is an intellectual monomaniac, in thrall to his one big idea about the Will. This lack of complexity is also the reason he lends himself to popularising accounts like this one. David Bather Woods writes in a deliberately non-intimidating style as he takes the reader through the various stages of Schopenhauer's uneventful life. He was born in Danzig in 1788 and visited London as a teenager, where he made sure to drop in at the Bedlam asylum and witnessed three public hangings at Newgate. By the age of seventeen he was already convinced that the destiny of humanity was to suffer. After medical training at Gottingen, he eventually obtained a lectureship in Berlin and later moved to Frankfurt, where his morose estimate of humankind was confirmed by his not receiving a prestigious essay prize even though he had been the only entrant. When street fighting broke out in Frankfurt in 1848, the legendary year of political insurrection in Europe, he allowed counter-revolutionary Austrian soldiers to take shelter in his apartment. He supported hereditary monarchy and abhorred major social change. The celebrity that had always eluded him graced his later years. He died in 1860, assured that his book on the Will would exercise the minds of thinkers for centuries to come.
 Woods's study leans more to the life than the thought, which is always a temptation in the genre to which it belongs. Not many general readers can grasp the intricacies of German Idealism, but everyone knows what it means to have a white poodle called Atma die and to replace it with a brown poodle of the same name, as Schopenhauer did in 1849 (generally speaking, he preferred dogs to human beings, even though they, too, were emanations of the pitiless Will). Woods's book has some typical bits of biographese: 'In his youth, curly locks of ash-blond hair fell over Schopenhauer's forehead,' and his mouth was 'full and beautiful'. The great irony of literary and intellectual biography, a form beloved of the British, is that we wouldn't be particularly interested in the biographical stuff were it not for the light it might throw on an author's work, yet such biographies often not only fail to illuminate the work, but use up space that might have been devoted to examining it.
 Schopenhauer has long held the title of gloomiest philosopher in history. He sees human existence not as grand tragedy but squalid farce, with men and women writhing in the grip of appetites that are both pointless and insatiable. Their chief motive in coming together is fear of boredom. He writes of 'this world of constantly needy creatures who continue for a time merely by devouring one another, pass their existence in anxiety and want, and often endure terrible afflictions, until they fall at last into the arms of death'.
 There is no exalted purpose to this 'battleground of tormented and agonised human beings', only 'momentary gratification, fleeting pleasure ... constant struggle, bellum omnium, everything a hunter and everything hunted'. Nothing could be more obvious to Schopenhauer than the fact that it would be infinitely preferable if the world did not exist at all - that the whole project was a ghastly mistake which someone should have had the common sense to put an end to a long time ago. Yet his major work, The World as Will and Representation, was published in 1818, towards the end of an era of visionary hope and revolutionary idealism. It is as though he is already prefiguring the dip in the political fortunes of the European middle classes, as insurrection gave way to reaction and emancipation to oppression.
 Schopenhauer was not unaware of this historic shift. 'To enter at the age of five a cotton-spinning or other factory,' he writes, 'and from then on to sit there every day first ten, then twelve and finally fourteen hours, and perform the same mechanical work, is to purchase dearly the pleasure of drawing breath.' He himself came from a long line of Hanseatic shipping merchants, was trained as an apprentice in the family business and lived off a share in his father's estate. Nietzsche considered him one of his most important teachers, and Freud, astonishingly, thought him one of the half-dozen greatest individuals who had ever lived. One of the few professional philosophers to treat him as more than a crank was Wittgenstein, who perhaps saw in his work an anti-philosophy akin to his own.
 As modernism took root in the early 20th century, this scourge of rationalism and political enlightenment came increasingly into his own. Schopenhauer came into vogue as despondency did. Conrad, Kafka, Beckett and Borges all owe him a debt. His favourite English novel was Tristram Shandy, which, like his own vision of human history, is a hopeless muddle from start to finish. As Woods points out, the Frankfurt School found Schopenhauer freshly relevant in the shadow of Auschwitz. Thinkers like Adorno and Horkheimer always valued honest hopelessness over fraudulent idealism.
 Woods doesn't delve deeply into The World as Will and Representation, without which Schopenhauer's name would almost certainly have faded from the historical record. Whatever one thinks of its perpetual grousing and homespun moralising, there is a science-fiction-like horror at the heart of the book which was to become an important feature of modern thought. At the core of the self is something - the Will - which is implacably other to that self, an inert, intolerable weight of meaninglessness, as though we were all permanently pregnant with monsters. What makes me what I am is utterly indifferent to my individual identity, which it uses simply for its own pointless self-reproduction. This Will, which is the pith of my being, is yet absolutely unlike me, as blank and anonymous as the forces that stir the waves. What is now irreparably flawed is subjectivity itself, not just some perversion or estrangement of it. It is what we can least call our own. We are leaving behind the Kantian era of the autonomous, self-fashioning individual, the free agent of its own destiny, for a world in which we are the playthings of impenetrable powers.
 The idea of giving voice to this otherness can be found everywhere one looks in modernist culture. It is there in a benign form in D.H. Lawrence, for whom we do not belong to ourselves but must simply be open to whatever anonymous creative force is evolving within us. In the thought of T.S. Eliot, this force assumes the impersonal authority of tradition, which the individual talent must allow to flow through it. W.H. Auden tells us that 'we are lived by powers we pretend to understand,' while structuralists set out to identify the secret presence of these powers in the workings of particular cultures. If language becomes a major protagonist for 20th-century intellectuals, it is largely because it exemplifies the fact that we are spoken more than we speak. Besides, the powers that put consciousness in place are necessarily absent from it, as Freud seeks to demonstrate. Our self-opaqueness and self-oblivion are essential to the way we work. We could not act without them. There can be no free agency without repression. In a sense, the cheerless sage of Danzig was right all along.
 Schopenhauer wasn't, however, a nihilist. Woods refers to his interest in aesthetic experience - one of the few ways we can give the slip to the voracious Will. There are those for whom art is all about subjectivity, but for Schopenhauer art is all about escaping from it. When we encounter a work of art, desire drops away and we are able for a blessed moment to see a piece of the world as it really is. In our selfless attention to the object we cease to be subjects, freeing ourselves from lack and therefore from longing. The gift of genius, Schopenhauer writes, is nothing less than the most complete objectivity. The tangled chains of cause and effect into which all things are locked fall away, plucking that object from the grip of the Will and allowing us for a moment to savour it purely as spectacle. As the object becomes purely itself, the subject dwindles to a disinterestedness so absolute that it becomes a form of self-immolation. Art is a therapy for egoism. As with Freud's death drive, you must take pleasure in your own dissolution. Only then does realism become possible. The world is transformed into a charade for the spectator's delighted contemplation. The stage is set for Nietzsche, who proclaims in The Birth of Tragedy that the world can be justified only aesthetically.
 It is art, then, that resolves the problems unearthed by philosophy, as it does so frequently in modern times. From Schiller and Arnold to Nietzsche and Pater, art or culture come to occupy the place once filled by the Almighty, and aesthetics becomes a surrogate theology. An activity confined to a small minority becomes the means of rescuing civilisation. At least religion involves billions of people, however doubtful its socially transformative powers may be. The redemptive role of art is the opium of the intelligentsia, a mirage that refuses to be put to rest: Simon Schama told us recently on television that art is where a divided society can find some common ground.
 What can be true of art, however, can also be true of one's treatment of others. For Schopenhauer, there can be no solution to suffering, but by acknowledging that the individual ego is a fiction one can behave towards others with true indifference - which is to say, make no significant distinction between them and oneself, and thus treat them with compassion. Once you recognise the delusion of individual identity, universal empathy becomes possible. This allows Schopenhauer to pluck an ethics from his pessimism. To act morally is not to act from a particular standpoint, but to act from no standpoint at all. Quite who is being empathetic in this situation isn't easy to say.
 Woods has something to say about Schopenhauer's fascination with Hindu and Buddhist culture, which marks him out among 19th-century Western philosophers. He was attracted by what he saw as the asceticism of these creeds, but also by the fact that Buddhism aimed for the death of desire. It saw the ego as illusory, and taught its followers to live humbly, ungreedily, with the simplicity of a saint. Schopenhauer found it hard to live humbly and enjoyed making a stir with his dismal view of human history. Sensationally one-sided though that view was, it has more of the truth than the one held by the Victorian sages who found in history a steady progress from barbarism to the stock exchange. Even the enlightened Hegel held that the pages of happiness in the human chronicle are rare. Humanity has never been able to establish a state of justice and peace on any scale for any considerable length of time. History has been a saga of savagery, whatever finer achievements it has chalked up. One may seek a balance between the savagery and the successes, but it is hard to know how many superb accomplishments would be required to compensate for the forty million slain in the Mongol conquests of the 13th century, or the seventy million dead in the Second World War.
 There are thinkers like Hegel for whom history is essentially over, and others like Schopenhauer for whom it doesn't matter much whether it is or not, given the immutable nature of human wretchedness. But there are also those like Marx for whom history has yet to begin. In his view, what has happened so far can be consigned to the antechamber of pre-history, which contains one variation after another on the same dreary narrative of exploitation. Only when this is brought to an end can we launch out on history proper, and what this will look like cannot be pre-programmed. As a secular Jew, Marx is faithful to the Judaic prohibition on predicting the future, which is a way of trying to second-guess a God who refuses to be pinned down.
 He would, however, have found Schopenhauer's version of history drastically undialectical. In Marx's view, modern history has been a tale of enthralling progress, as capitalism unleashes productive forces and generates an untold amount of wealth that needs to be shared in common. It also ushers in individual freedom and autonomy, liberalism and democracy, tolerance and civil rights, the breaking down of traditional barriers and the basis of a global community. All this, however, has come at an almost intolerable cost: hard labour, grinding poverty, spectacular inequality and the death of the spirit, as human life ceases to be a delightful end in itself and becomes merely a means of acquisition and accumulation. These, for Marx, are not different stories but sides of the same coin. His answer, then, to the question whether history is a story of barbarism or civilisation is an emphatic yes.
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She is the situation
Maureen N. McLane

3810 wordsLate  in Claire-Louise Bennett's novel Big Kiss, Bye-Bye, the unnamed protagonist goes to Montevideo to participate in a 'panel discussion about violent scenes from movies'. She had hesitated to accept the invitation:
 I avoid as much as possible celluloid depictions of violent behaviour for the reason that it unnerves and depresses me gravely to be confronted by the cruelty that human beings have a perversely inventive and unlimited capacity for. I know very well that evil exists. Some years ago I met a serial killer in fact, though he was simply a carpenter as far as anyone knew at the time, and perhaps this brush with an innocuous looking exponent of unmitigated wickedness is why I generally prefer to expose my consciousness to artistic works that are in collusion with the sublime and the melancholic. 

In this mini-lecture, Bennett condenses many of her novel's preoccupations: aesthetic and ethical disposition; violence, and in particular male violence against women; self-harm, especially but not exclusively women's; and what she pointedly does not call masochism. 'The mode of violence that gets beneath my skin and really haunts me is not those destructive acts perpetrated by one upon another, for reasons good, bad or indifferent, but the harm and suffering that one inflicts upon oneself.'
 The narrator centres her lecture on Michael Haneke's The Piano Teacher, in which a repressed piano teacher, Erika Kohut (Isabelle Huppert), is pursued by a 'cocky and dashing student'. She proposes a sadomasochistic scenario, is rejected as 'repugnant' and then stabs herself in her shoulder. If The Piano Teacher was generally received as a disquieting, sensational meditation on female masochism, an expose of a specifically feminine 'degeneracy', the narrator registers something quite different: Erika's act reveals 'a galvanised determination to face up to herself'. It is done 'in order to save herself', not least from her 'deadly living situation' with her controlling mother. The (mostly male) reviewers were ready to pathologise the heroine 'as monstrous and wicked and sick' because they were happy to imagine 'a woman going without', and this, in the end, Erika would not do.
 From one angle, Big Kiss, Bye-Bye could be read as an extended inquiry into 'the harm and suffering that one inflicts upon oneself', or into the suffering that comes to one via erotic entanglement and obsessive rumination. At the start of the novel, the narrator is about to move from her flat in a seaside town to a woodshed in another place: the places are never quite specified, though an Eircode is mentioned late, in passing. She is, moreover, preoccupied by the rupture of her relationship with Xavier, her much older, semi-ex-lover (in his late seventies or early eighties, in a wheelchair), who has - since their last chaste meeting, when she declined to kiss him - violently protested her friend-zoning him: 'I will not exchange my LOVE for friendship.' She refuses at first to see his point - they haven't had sex in years, why this sudden anger?
 The narrator locates herself not so much in place as in time: how long it has been since she was last in contact with Xavier, and how long until her move. 'Two weeks from now I won't be living here anymore. I'll be in the woodshed in L-. Xavier won't know I don't live here anymore. We are no longer in touch. It's been three months since his last email, which I did not reply to.' Throughout the book, the narrator times herself against such markers. Time and timing are relative, subjectively and compulsively measured. The exigencies of housing, the heart's fluctuations: these govern the calendar.
Big Kiss, Bye-Bye refracts questions of love, sex and communication through several relationships and perspectives. There are sidelong mentions of various affairs (the man who spilled coffee on her best Moroccan slippers, an ex-boyfriend who broke into her flat, 'the coward', 'the German man'). Yet she returns again and again to scenes with Xavier: their conversations and impasses, his obtuseness, his tenderness, his maddening yet endearing quiddity. Her 'previous publisher' sends on (via email) a letter from her former A-level English teacher, Terence Stone, which establishes another epistolary thread of communication and rumination. The letter, apparently so 'lovely' (as a friend observes), activates other, darker, complex strains, including the narrator's revisiting of her adolescent sexual relationship with Robert Turner, her philosophy teacher and Stone's colleague. Through Stone, she comes into discursive if not actual contact with Turner, whom she last saw several years earlier. Contact here is mediated: we are in the realm of missives as well as kisses; of emails sent, unsent and extensively imagined; letters obsessively pondered, sent, scanned and rewritten; texts noted and scrutinised; voicemails archived and lost; notebooks saved and sometimes revisited.
Big Kiss, Bye-Bye could be read as a Covid-meets-#MeToo novel. The pandemic hovers in the background: people are just starting to meet up again as the book opens. And we soon discover the gravitational pull of that long-ago affair (what to call it?) with Turner, its ongoing vibrations in her consciousness and body. The last time she saw him - in a cemetery, some years ago - he was, she realised, in the grip of some form of dementia. He doesn't recognise her, and her plan to confront him collapses into an anticlimax of unexpressed thought and emotion.
 Yet to characterise the book in this way (Covid-meets-#MeToo) would be alien to its sensibility. Bennett avoids sociological markers, ready summations, easy identification, hashtag consciousness. She offers a phenomenological realism of hyperextended consciousness rather than a social realism of smoothly narrated and narratable events. Here we have psychology but no psychologism, warm flickers of the social but an aversion to sociologisms. The suppression of place, the frequent elision of full names, is part of that refusal of the mandates of standard realism. An extended lover's discourse emerges, sustained and replayed in her mind. Xavier 'said many things that sounded intolerable, but when I thought about them sometime later it seemed to me he just said what most people think but wouldn't dream of expressing. "I don't understand why you need to see your friends so often when you love me." I used to laugh at that. He was wrong, and he was right.'
 Their relationship has the quality of a protracted debate. 'Over and over again we had these spats where we shot down the other's conception of love.' The tragicomedy of misunderstanding and misalignment intermittently bursts into open conflict. At one point the narrator distils their volleys into an electric set piece:
 You don't know what love is! - You have no idea what it means to love someone! - You have no heart! - You are a narcissist! - You are entirely unsuitable! - If you really loved me you'd stay away from me! - Love asks nothing! - You don't know the first thing about me! - I want nothing more to do with you! - You're insane! 

 The narrator revisits and reimagines these 'spats', modulating at times into the third person as the writer-function moves subtly to the fore, misfiring dialogue transmuting into a more measured, apparently omniscient narration: 'They endeavour to communicate - he in particular makes a lot of effort, but she is reluctant. She doesn't see the point. They sit opposite one another and struggle to work anything out. Everything changes when they lie down.' The shift to the third person emerges out of duress, as another way to handle this difficult material.
Big Kiss, Bye-Bye has a recursive, repercussive logic. Scenes repeat. The book moves through set piece and recollection. The narrator compulsively imagines scenarios, hypothetical conversations, prospective encounters. The reader largely remains in her mind, in a mode of unfree association as obsessional loops are replayed and amplified. The novel, like erotic absorption, risks a kind of airlessness, but Bennett's prose shimmers with a neo-baroque charisma. Her style is various, flexible and distinctive. It intermittently, unembarrassedly calls attention to itself - in its dictional frisson ('a maraud of big black flies', 'that dark innermost space, plethoric and phantasmal') and in its syntactic command, equally at home in a stately multi-clausal grandeur and a skittery vernacular chop. At times the syntax enacts the pivots and whiplash of consciousness under pressure, of self-revising thought. Of the radio silence from Xavier: 'I'd hate not to know where he is. Or maybe I wouldn't. Perhaps it would be really good for me actually.' This isn't a flowing stream of consciousness: the stream is riddled with rocks, brambles and unseen yet felt impedimenta.
 Bennett is interested not so much in the drama of consciousness as in its dramaturgy: its arrangement, its unfolding and crimping, its susceptibility to being worked on as material, the necessity and the glamour of its being worked on. The reconstruction of scenes appears as an activity. Consider the revivified scene of sex with an unnamed man (whom I took to be Turner):
 My clothes might be damp. No, what am I saying, my clothes are quite untouched ... Against the column in the financial district. Right up against the column in the shadow of the old stone. The crotch of my knickers, black. The black crotch I take hold of either side and pull across, or perhaps he did that. Perhaps he took hold of the crotch of my knickers. Yes, he did that. 

What was it like? It might have been this way. Did it go this way, or that way? Perhaps this: yes that, that indeed. Yes, he did that.
 Bennett writes writerly, not readerly, texts. Her work invites, demands, decipherment. It has been heralded (by Anne Enright, among others) as an index of a 'new modernism'. Bennett herself has pointed to writers such as Leonora Carrington and Sara Maitland, and to post-dramatic theatre, as crucial for her sense of writing as 'tapping into a sense of being, a magic rather than logic'. Big Kiss, Bye-Bye is her third work of fiction. Each of her works undertakes a distinctive prosody. Pond (2015), her first, was a collection of vignettes and short stories. Checkout 19 (2021) was a Kunstlerroman, following a working-class girl's sensual and literary development. Bennett has said that in Pond she was interested in 'modes of solitude'; Checkout 19 gives us a portrait of the artist as a girl and young woman, reading her way into herself, discovering her vocation as a writer.
 In Big Kiss, Bye-Bye, the protagonist is a writer, and her writing has consequences in the world: winning her a readership and prizes (this tracks with Bennett's own trajectory), allowing her the rare chance to take Xavier out for dinner, underwriting her hope to buy a home in some not-too-distant future, ending her shifting among rentals and borrowed woodsheds. A woman's writing is also, significantly, a real irritant for her male lovers: in Checkout 19, a boyfriend destroys the short story the narrator had been writing. 'My boyfriend liked me being a writer, but didn't very much like me to write.' In Big Kiss, Bye-Bye, her commitment to writing variously impresses, mystifies and discomfits Xavier, who wants her undivided attention. When he reads her new book, he writes to her that he finds it 'some sort of HELL'.
 But in a book filled with scenes of writing and references to notebooks, to 'this very journal' and 'this page', we see that writing is also in the first instance a mode of self-contact. Of her notebooks: 'Are they the past? No, not entirely. I am made of what they contain and I am living now. I am here. I am still here.' Writing also offers, perhaps counterintuitively, a route to anonymity. 'It's better for me to go about things anonymously. I don't like to be too aware it's me writing.' In writing, she seeks a very particular kind of freedom, not least from 'other people's ideas about me': 'I don't want the way they see me to interfere and keep me at the surface of things. I need to sink down a bit. I need to disappear, go under, get down to where she is. Then it is she who says I, not me, not me.' In a typically deflationary, equivocating move, she continues: 'Something like that.'
 Halfway through the novel we are brought back to a moment years earlier, when the narrator first became aware that Xavier (here unnamed) wanted to kiss her. Her response is one of extended, excited and revolted anticipation:
 Come on old man, walk across the room. I'm waiting for you. Kiss me. Get it over with. It's not going to be pleasant and it's about time we found that out ... It will be a most terrible kiss, sluggish and lathery, aphotic and unsteady, forgettable - it will die within moments ... Walk across the room now old man and kiss me - let's put an end to this. 

Here she is now, many years later, anguished and longing for Xavier's presence, if no longer for his kisses - which for a time she had not only tolerated but sought. Eros is a cosmic joker.
 Late in the novel, Bennett gives a fuller version of the encounter with Turner in the cemetery. The narrator is now an adult - 'curious' and not 'angry', she insists.
 We weren't going to tell him off were we? No, that wasn't the idea. We didn't even feel like telling him off, did we? No, not really. Sometimes we felt like we should feel like telling him off. More than that. Yes, more than just telling him off actually. Because he had been quite bad. He'd behaved very badly we realised. Yes as time went on we realised just how bad his behaviour had been. We realised it but we didn't feel irate or anything did we. No we didn't really. There the feeling was, open and available, and actually quite inviting. We came close to it now and then. We did. We did. But all the same it was not our feeling ... Never mind. Feelings that you grow yourself are much harder to tend to. 

 The inner dialogue, the tergiversations, the incremental refinements and clarifications, the repetitions that insist on emerging micro-distinctions are all characteristic of Bennett's dramas of the mind in action. Also characteristic is the insistence on the difference between 'available feeling' and 'feelings that you grow yourself': 'It was not our feeling.' Across her work one finds a passionate cleaving to a provisional unknowing, a murky yet generative space of freedom out of which you might discover what you actually think and feel.
 The difficulty of this, and her commitment to it, are figured in her work as a protecting of oneself from the demands of social legibility and premature articulation, from the requirement to make oneself available. In Checkout 19, the narrator goes on a short trip and revels in no one knowing where she is: 'But it became more and more difficult to get that not-knowing and the deeply glamorous feeling that came with it and now it doesn't exist at all the outcast minutes of the day gently claw at you, over here, over here, and it's harder to know where you are or what you're doing and how you really feel about any of it.' Writing is one means of registering - and of fostering - 'feelings that you grow yourself', 'how you really feel about any of it'.
 For much of Big Kiss, Bye-Bye we are within the confines of pressurised consciousness, so the occasional moments of aeration are striking and pointed. It is a bracing, delightful shift when in the last pages of the novel we follow the narrator and her friend Maeve as they go on a hike and talk about everything from 'American hypocrisy and Bible-bashers and creepy Joe Biden' to dating apps to her 'ongoing-going-nowhere situation with the German man', a lover we haven't heard of until this moment. This warm, smart, breezy millennial chat is a mode the novel has rarely offered. At such moments the reader snaps back into an awareness that this is an intentionally shaped artefact, a document of stringent partiality. The intimacy of the 'I' does not mean total or unmediated access.
 The first person is partial here not because first-person perspective is by definition partial, but because any person shows partiality, not least to herself. Big Kiss, Bye-Bye activates and resists our expectations about testimony, confessionalism, narrative access; our presumption that we know just how the accent is falling in a life or a work, that the obsessions and preoccupations shown us are the only or even the main ones. This is a vertiginous wager to make as a writer - offering us not quite an unreliable narrator but a narrator attuned to the gap between inner life and shared discourse, not to mention the little ruptures and ambivalent abysses within a person.
Yet  Bennett's first person is partial in another way - not primarily as a mystery to herself but as a dispersible subject: one open to, and often seeking, a radical dispossession. The novel continues her inquiry into love-as-adventure, sex as a modality of undoing. In Checkout 19, Anais Nin appears as a tutelary spirit, defended against her peers' condescension:
 I said that I'd been particularly struck by the way she writes about sexual relations as a way of uprooting herself, of remaining unfixed, of transgressing the familiar lines of her personality. In fact, if anything - though I did not say this - Nin should be read later on in life, when one has solidified and feels so very sure of themselves and would perhaps benefit from coming undone, from perhaps going out of their minds. Nin did not shy away from the phantoms and fantasies that haunt and goad us - on the contrary, she cajoled and probed them. Sex, as far as she was concerned, was as much an existential adventure as it was an erotic one. 

 In Pond, the narrator recalls a lecture she once gave at 'a very eminent university across the water', which was ill-received because 'my interest was far too personal and not strictly academic and so my methodology came across as nostalgic and my perspective rather naive':
 It had something to do with love. About the essential brutality of love. About those adventitious souls who deliberately seek out love as a prime agent of total self-immolation. Yes, that's right. It attempted to show that in the whole history of literature love is quite routinely depicted as an engulfing process of ecstatic suffering which finally, mercifully, obliterates us and delivers us to oblivion ... I am mad about you. I am going out of my mind ... That kind of thing. I don't think it went down very well. 

Big Kiss, Bye-Bye gives us a vision of such self-immolation in the sex scene in the financial district:
 His breath examined my arousal, saw the whole thing, the thick hunger and the shrouded depths of that hunger and the variegated history of that hunger and the chthonic force of that hunger and the recklessness and the willingness and the shamelessness, all mine, all undoing me, all bringing me to my knees. 

The girl ecstatically undone here is also the woman who years later thrills to the secret relationship with Xavier: 'She felt unmoored and divested of the markers that ordinarily made her legible and occasionally attractive. Sometimes when he looked at her she felt truly blown away. It was unnerving and thrilling ... she could be anyone, couldn't she? She could be anyone.' She could be anyone; yet she is this one - though not only this one.
 Sex activates the archaic and the transpersonal. It impresses on her a kind of vibrational frequency, the unnamed man becoming 'all the bodies he'd ever been and that undid me I can't tell you'. In the novel's final scene, we again find the narrator and Xavier at the crucial moment their desultory casual friendship becomes erotic: 'There is so much drama in the room suddenly. She is not her, she is the situation, and the situation pulls things from her that exceed her direct experience and personally gained understanding. She is immaterial. She is all the ages.' These scenes - with the man in the financial district, with Xavier - propose eros as a kind of portal and revelation, where a person condenses into, or distils, 'all the bodies', 'all the ages', they have been and might yet be. A person emerges here not as a discrete, describable entity but as a kind of wave function.
 In her novel of 2010, Sheila Heti asked 'How should a person be?' Bennett asks something different: what is a person? Why and how might a person seek to undo herself? And, crucially, what then? Perhaps a person is best approached as an element in a 'situation'. Hence the novel's recourse to scenes and scenarios, erotic involvements repeatedly characterised as 'situations'. At moments of erotic intensity, 'she is the situation.' At other moments, she must 'read the situation'. The lover's discourse she offers is both particularised and disseminated across the situation of being in love: structural, transposable yet singular.
 In Big Kiss, Bye-Bye, the narrator returns to the phenomenon of love-as-brutality described in Checkout 19:
 It's not the least bit unusual, is it, to be mad about someone. No it isn't. There's a very long and illustrious tradition of it in fact. And that helped didn't it, to think that the madness we felt was in fact part of a tradition. A rich and profound and probing tradition no less. It helped tremendously. We read all the stories and listened to all the songs and thus our madness was given dimension. 

 In both books, the literature of erotic 'madness' offers a tradition at once enabling and confining, a tradition to read oneself into and against, a template for self-understanding but also for getting a grip on these 'situations'. Yet Big Kiss, Bye-Bye is not all ecstasy or despair. It is interested in both erotic annihilation and persistence. (It is also at times very funny.) Bennett sustains a subtle dialectic throughout - between the ecstatic 'undoing' promised by eros and the ongoing possibilities of provisional reassemblage through writing and conversation. Friendship emerges as a significant mode of mutual recognition. The names of friends float through the book like a sociable chorus - Sophia, David, Maeve. The tangles of inner life are modified, and sometimes untangled, by exchanges with these characters. Bennett sidesteps the slough of heteropessimism, though she provides grounds for it (all that male obtuseness, the ambient and sometimes enacted threat of violence). Instead, she offers something else - a philosophical rehabilitation of romance.
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At the Movies
'Frankenstein'
Michael Wood

1260 wordsWhat's  new? An old song begs our pardon for asking that. Guillermo del Toro's new film, Frankenstein, is too busy to bother with such a query, but it's aware of its own prehistory. It knows, for example, that if we ask AI how many films about Frankenstein there have been it will say it doesn't know for sure, but there are more than four hundred. That's just full-length films; the list doesn't include shorts or TV shows. The obvious next question for del Toro would be 'Why?' or 'Why now?' A less obvious, more unanswerable question might be 'Why not?' Or: 'Is it ever too late in the world of mythology?' Mary Shelley borrowed a lot from Paradise Lost and at one point in her novel has a character promise he is not going to kill Coleridge's albatross.
 In all versions of the story a human competes with God by creating a living being. The difference in del Toro's version is that the creator doesn't immediately freak out with horror when he sees what he has done. He rather likes the creature, shows it that the sun is the sun and teaches it to pronounce its creator's name, 'Victor'. The creature (played by Jacob Elordi) is made up of pieces of human remains picked up after a battle in Crimea, but it looks more stylish and romantic than monstrous. Like a jigsaw puzzle, let's say, rather than our idea of a serial killer or a crime against divinity. Our idea of what such figures look like and how disappointing the reality may turn out to be is a large part of the myth. Another large part is our idea of ourselves. In the novel, Shelley gives us a wonderful hint of this through her use of the word 'became'. Victor doesn't say 'when my father got married and had a child'; he says 'when my father became a husband and a parent'. The role's the thing, and it's hard to live up to.
 In the movie, Victor and his father are portrayed by Oscar Isaac and Charles Dance. They play, perfectly, the classic Oedipal parts of brilliant bullied child and impatient, self-admiring father. And they lead us into those zones of the monster myth del Toro is most interested in: the tendencies of geniuses to be unhappy with success, of caretakers not to take care and the magical games truth can play with fact. There is an autobiographical touch too. For a long time, del Toro recently told Parul Sehgal, who interviewed him for the New York Times Magazine, 'I was so busy being a son, I did not realise I was a father.' In a way the myth, wherever or whatever it is, works mainly through the metaphors it chooses to lean on for the relation of maker to made: child and parent, master and slave, native and foreigner, many more relational structures.
 Del Toro's film begins where Mary Shelley's story ends - in 1857, six years after her death. The location is the Arctic, though in the movie it's called 'the Farthermost North', for which it's hard not to read 'fathermost'. A vast ship is stuck in the ice. The stranded crew encounter a wounded Victor, who is trying to catch up with his creation, and seems at last willing to take some responsibility for the creature's actions. He is especially worried because, as he says, 'it cannot die.' He has gone one better than God; he has not merely created a human, but has imbued human remains with a dangerous form of immortality. The creature falls through the ice, and a long flashback begins. Victor, looking ahead to magical realism rather than to the Gothic novel, says of the story he is about to tell that not all is fact 'but it is all true.'
 In a spectacular scene in Edinburgh, where he works and prepares for his grand experiment, Victor explains his plans to an audience and shows the way his experiment will work by tossing a ball to what looks like a statue. The statue catches the ball. This is part of his take on the 'truth' of things, and a result of his conviction that 'God is inept.' It is this belief, rather than his scientific magic, that is getting him into trouble, and leads to his expulsion from the Royal College of Medicine. In another fabulous scene, anxious to find out a little more about his brother's fiancee, Elizabeth (played with a good mix of innocence and smarts by Mia Goth), Victor slips into the priest's side of a confessional booth and listens to Elizabeth recite her sins. Not a good move (or a great move), since her chief sin is to hate him and his arrogance. 'He is far cruder than he believes himself to be,' she says. This turns out to be very good for the film and their relationship. They develop an ironic idiom between them. Both know there's only one answer to the question 'Was it worth it?': 'Is anything?'
 The big event happens; some people die in the process. A man called Harlander, played by Christoph Waltz, who has funded Victor's research, wants his brain to be inserted into the creature's body in order to deal with his syphilis. He thinks immortality might be a good way out, but Victor doesn't agree. Soon after the monster comes to life, his creator begins to argue with him. The creature is not scary but boring, a model of the inferiority of every sort of being that is not human. Elizabeth rebukes Victor for his prejudice. He decides the only thing to do is get rid of his creature, and he sets fire to his laboratory after leaving the creature chained there. He changes his mind too late and manages only to injure himself when the building explodes.
 At this point the film's narrative point of view changes, and we watch a version of what is called 'The Creature's Tale'. As in Shelley's novel, it spies on and helps a lonely rural family, and in return learns to read and write and speak. Confronted with its inherent immortality, the creature decides it needs a mate and asks Victor if he will supply one. Victor is disgusted at such an idea, or rather at two ideas - of returning to the necessary kind of work and of the horrible prospect of the result. The creature is, naturally, unhappy with this refusal, and in the quarrel with him Victor manages to shoot Elizabeth by mistake. (She was taking the creature's side.) We have arrived (finally) in del Toro land, which we may remember from Pan's Labyrinth (2006) or Nightmare Alley (2021). This is a place where self-deception is hard to distinguish from fraud, where people seek to know, to borrow the title of del Toro's Oscar-winning movie, 'the shape of water'. Or, to stay with a phrase from the same film, 'the truth of these facts'.
 It is time to head for the icy landscape we have already seen. But not before an appropriate quotation from the other Shelley: 'My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings/Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!' Meanwhile everyone in the movie agrees that the real monster is the monster's father. Or his boss, or his dictator. There are many roles in life that involve making others disappear.
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Only foam comes out
Michael Hofmann

2108 wordsCe sar Vallejo is Yeats's poet with the sword upstairs. Everything about him seems to burn with intensity. He burned through zarzuela Spanish, making it into a language of monosyllables, blurts, inventions, contradictions, arcane legal and medical terms. (The Mexican scholar Ilan Stavans says he made it more American. Maybe, and not because he was trying to be John Berryman avant la lettre.) The chronology by Stephen Hart in Clayton Eshleman's 700-page The Complete Poetry of Cesar Vallejo (2009) is a compilation of Vallejo's most atrocious dramas. A murderous riot, tragic love affairs, prison, exile, expatriation, hunger and poverty, hospital, topped off by a mysterious death. (Was his 'intestinal infection' a recurrence of Peruvian malaria or simple Parisian starvation?) Vallejo's life has the brief, jagged outline of a broken mirror. He resembles a 19th-century poete maudit, a Beddoes, a Becquer, a Baudelaire, a Rimbaud. He is a poetry touchstone, a poet-martyr, no less than his near exact contemporary Osip Mandelstam.
Vallejo was born in 1892, the youngest of eleven children, in an Andean town in the north of Peru. Using the word for a child of mixed heritage (his father was white, his mother was Indigenous), he referred to himself as 'your unforgettable cholo'; 'macheton' ('big machete') is what his schoolmates called him, on account of his beaky nose. Later, he was just 'un drole d'etranger'. The few photographs of him I have seen are unforgettable: a face like a half-charred ember, dense black hair of the kind that reminds you hair continues to grow after death, lantern-jawed, bony, deeply furrowed features crumpled into uncomfortable or disagreeable expressions. There are elements of a dandyishness he had probably outgrown (or which were borrowed for or from the photographer): collar and tie, hat, showy ring with a fat stone, a silver-topped cane. He always seems to be at a rather dressy funeral.
Like almost everyone else in the 1920s and 1930s, Vallejo visited the Soviet Union two or three times and was engaged by, if not in, the Spanish Civil War. Hart's few pages push him through a litany of deaths: a beloved older brother; an underage girlfriend; both his parents; a pupil, the daughter of an excellency, for whom he was asked to write an elegy and refused; a friend who was supposed to write the preface for his first book of poems, The Black Heralds (1919). When he was hounded out of Peru for good in 1923 by the resumption of a court case against him (he had been accused of arson), he tagged along with an acquaintance to Paris, the Mecca of Latin American exiles, where, presumably, his difficulties became both rarefied and more intense. He had exchanged a small Andean pond for the chilly grey ocean of Lutece. His next book was knocked out on a borrowed typewriter in a friend's flat, the one after in another friend's flat. Neither was published in his lifetime. He was unlucky and impoverished, but not given to compromise. He died in 1938; in 1951, his French widow, Georgette, relocated to Lima, where she died in 1984, some sixty years after he had left.
Then there are the poems, and their particular swiftness, a don't-carishness, an abruptness, a rebarbativeness. A stark howl of awfulness. 'Expressionist' really only applies to literature in German, but it gives a better notion of Vallejo than any other label, and certainly than those he sometimes attracts, such as Surrealist or modernist. As in Expressionism, the poems are blunt, crude, primitive, garish. They look jagged on the page, especially the 77 (Berryman again!) of the sometimes baffling and obscurely motivated Trilce (1922), where a word may be broken across a line-ending, or cascade down several lines. His earlier poetry has both family and God, at least in the form of blasphemy (his parents apparently hoped he might become a priest), but after about 1920 there is not much of either. The poems remain eschatological, to do with last things, but are also begrimed, wretched, small, full of rain, shoes, buttons, pain. The rather charming early uncertainty - the 'tal vez' and 'duda' and endless 'yo no se's - has given way to defeat and defiance in the last poems, not published until a year after he died and possibly never finished (though lacking nothing). He has the elusiveness, the nightmarishness, the gnarliness of Berryman, a bit of shouting and a lot of pauperised swagger. The body makes a big showing in Vallejo, but it has no integrity and little defence; it is stuffed with bones ('All my bones belong to others;/maybe I stole them') and inner organs. The man's stomach is empty, his bowels are empty, but his trousers are round his ankles (in the poem called 'La rueda del hambriento', or 'The Hungry Man's Rack'). 'I want to write but only foam comes out.'
Each time I look, there seem to be more English Vallejos. I have six with me here (and I could have had more), from Eshleman, from H.R. Hays, from Ed Dorn and Gordon Brotherston, from Michael Smith and Valentino Gianuzzi, from Margaret Sayers Peden and now from Margaret Jull Costa. None is the English Vallejo. What frustrates their enterprise is an inability to decide what matters and what doesn't. They end up not seeing the wood for the trees. 'Espergesia' in the original: is it 'Espergesia' in English, or 'Exergasia' or 'Epexegesis' or something else? They are so afraid of getting lost that, inevitably, they end up getting lost. They are literal, they are verbatim or near verbatim, they are anxious. You bebes your desayuno in Spanish, so you drink your breakfast in English, even though it doesn't mean that, and it's not important. (To her credit, Jull Costa - experienced prose translators are more sensible - has 'I drink my morning coffee.') Their careful reassembling of poems that Vallejo himself expelled seems to me quite wrong. Where he wrote away from words (using Dylan Thomas's surprisingly valuable distinction), or perhaps tunnelled through them, the translators' word-seeking logopetal approach is misguided. (After all, he wrote: 'And if, after so many words,/the word doesn't survive!/... To be honest, it would be better/if it was all swallowed up, and there's an end to it!') But these are translators: take away their originals and their dictionaries (and their lazy cognates) and they have nothing. Vallejo is a sound and a surge. He is itemisation and atomisation, powered by a mockery, a fury, a derision that I hardly ever hear in their English. Or does this kind of thing scare you?
Who doesn't write a letter?
Who doesn't speak of a very important matter,
dying out of sheer habit and weeping solely by ear?
Me, and I was simply born!
Me, and I was simply born!

Vallejo is a rhetorician, a ranter, harnessing impossibles, lashing truism and paradox together. It should come with a snarl, be less like writing and more like speech; if Tristan Corbiere is out of range, at least make it sound as if he had read, so to speak, Tony Harrison. (Why do so many translations of poems sound as though their authors had read no poems, ever, in any language?) In English I see sculptures made from pipe-cleaners, bullied into unpredictability. The translations sound either continually surprised or professionally deadpan. They stumble from word to word and from line to line. As poems they are inert, they make no sense, they have no engine. For me, Vallejo is what gets lost between the verso and the recto, the Spanish and the English page. There's an excellent German translation by the young Hans Magnus Enzensberger from 1963. It's from his Gedichte that I take my sense of Vallejo as orator, provocateur and public nuisance. The selection is inspired, the tone forceful, believable and coherent. Enzensberger's afterword suggests he even visited Vallejo's birthplace, Santiago de Chuco, four or five days' travel from Lima ('only fourteen houses have electricity, most have no running water').
It's not that I think poets have to be translated by poets. Some of the very best English translations aren't: the Cavafy of Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard, the Szymborska of Clare Cavanagh. But no single Vallejo poem in English approaches the standing of two free versions of his sonnet 'Piedra negra sobre una piedra blanca' (a title no one understands and which, like so much in Vallejo, has been left irreducible and contested; Jull Costa has 'Black Stone on a White Stone'). In it, the poet anticipates and greets his death: 'Me morire en Paris con aguacero.' Both versions are by poets: one by Donald Justice called 'Variations on a Text by Vallejo' and one by Paul Muldoon called 'Testimony'. It is worth quoting them in full. Here is Justice:
I will die in Miami in the sun,
On a day when the sun is very bright,
A day like the days I remember, a day like other days,
A day that nobody knows or remembers yet,
And the sun will be bright then on the dark glasses of strangers
And in the eyes of a few friends from my childhood
And of the surviving cousins by the graveside,
While the diggers, standing apart, in the still shade of the palms,
Rest on their shovels, and smoke,
Speaking in Spanish softly, out of respect.
I think it will be on a Sunday like today,
Except that the sun will be out, the rain will have stopped,
And the wind that today made all the little shrubs kneel down;
And I think it will be a Sunday because today,
When I took out this paper and began to write,
Never before had anything looked so blank,
My life, these words, the paper, the grey Sunday;
And my dog, quivering under a table because of the storm,
Looked up at me, not understanding,
And my son read on without speaking, and my wife slept.
Donald Justice is dead. One Sunday the sun came out,
It shone on the bay, it shone on the white buildings,
The cars moved down the street slowly as always, so many,
Some with their headlights on in spite of the sun,
And after awhile the diggers with their shovels
Walked back to the graveside through the sunlight,
And one of them put his blade into the earth
To lift a few clods of dirt, the black marl of Miami,
And scattered the dirt, and spat,
Turning away abruptly, out of respect.

It's twice the length of Vallejo's original sonnet, and has a mild, sleepy, melancholy mood. He substitutes Miami for Paris, sun for rain, Sunday for Thursday, himself for Vallejo. The Spanish is a nod to Vallejo, as is the closing word, 'respect'. Miami inhabits, imbues, fills the entire poem: the sun, the bay, the storms, the palms, the eerie grey of Florida, the dark glasses, the white buildings, the driving with the headlights on, the Latino gravediggers.
Muldoon's poem is a proper translation - into Muldoon. It's still a sonnet, still Paris, still Thursday, still rainy, still Vallejo. And yet it sounds, starting with the ominous but knowingly dull title 'Testimony', like pure Muldoon. He's in the rhymes, the in-and-out line lengths, the strangely wooden fluency in the easy phrase-making of 'even now', 'make and remake', 'along the road', 'knock him about', 'also', 'borne out' and 'aforementioned', which takes us straight back to 'testimony'. As so often, Muldoon is drawn to blandness, to fatuous, expressionless, formulaic, pedantic language, from which he coaxes a surprising expressiveness.
I will die in Paris, on a day the rain's been coming down hard,
a day I can even now recall.
I will die in Paris - I try not to take this too much to heart -
on a Thursday, probably, in the Fall.
It'll be like today, a Thursday: a Thursday on which, as I make
and remake this poem, the very bones
in my forearms ache.
Never before, along the road, have I felt more alone.
Cesar Vallejo is dead: everyone used to knock him about,
they'll say, though he'd done no harm;
they hit him hard with a rod
and, also, a length of rope; this will be borne out
by Thursdays, by the bones in his forearms,
by loneliness, by heavy rain, by the aforementioned roads.

As Vallejo helped make Justice be Justice, and Enzensberger be Enzensberger, perhaps this is what he offers us: a glass in which we see not him, but ourselves.
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Diary
Church Monuments
Nicholas Penny

2009 wordsOn Sundays 
, as a child, I accompanied my mother and siblings to the parish church at Lingfield in Surrey. The services meant very little to me, though my curiosity was awakened by the preference in some sections of the congregation for the crisp and definitive 'Eh-men' instead of the attenuated intonation of 'Ah-men'. I was also curious as to what it was that made the spotty boys and girls in the choir giggle. And I worried that the hot-water bottle would tumble out of my mother's coat, as it had once done on her way to taking communion.
For the most part my mind was elsewhere, sometimes pondering imagery from familiar hymns: wondering where the 'rock of ages cleft for me' might be located (perhaps near where 'Alf the sacred river ran'?) and what the 'gracious calling' might sound like, were I to stand 'beside the Syrian sea'. At the same time, I was gazing at 'St Georgius' in shining plate armour in one window, with a dragon like an explosion at his feet, and at the richly robed, long-haired, androgynous figure leaning lightly on an anchor and looking searchingly out at me from another.
More often still, I was in the company of the Cobhams of Starborough Castle, two of whose full-length, life-size effigies lay on the tomb chests in the Lady Chapel and a third, with his wife beside him, in the very centre of the chancel of the main body of the church. One effigy was engraved in brass, another was carved in stone and painted, while the couple in the chancel were carved out of alabaster. The church had been built for them and in my mind they formed the real congregation.
On weekdays I was able to make rubbings of the brass knight, starting with his face, with a moustache drooping over the chainmail on his chin, and ending with his spurred feet resting on a greyhound with its head raised in adoration. The stone effigy, also of the 14th century, had lost its gold and silver and enamel inlay but at its feet there was a Saracen in a vividly disconsolate posture which I liked to draw. The alabaster effigies of the following century had more noble features. Their heraldic beasts seemed to growl and the Saracen's head on the helm was magnificently ferocious.
When my imagination began to wander in the centuries between Plantagenet tombs and Edwardian stained glass, I gave some attention to the other monuments in the church and, notably, to a neat tablet with garlanded urn, honeysuckle ornament and elegant lettering dedicated to Sir James Burrow (1701-82) of Starborough Castle, a lawyer active in the intellectual life of Georgian London ('above 30 Years Vice President of the Royal Society'). We read that 'the Convivial Character was what He chiefly affected as it was his constant Wish to be easy and cheerful Himself and to see others in a like Disposition.' The absence of any sentiment suited to a sacred building or any reference to religious faith is striking, but perhaps less rare in the 1780s, when this was erected, than at any other time. My father, who recorded his recreations in Who's Who as 'Wine and Song', very much approved.
Two huge marble cartouche monuments of an earlier date seemed miraculously suspended in the Gothic chancel. The quality of design and execution was worthy of the best work in Wren's churches. Swags of drapery, garlands of flowers and cherubim nestle beside, or are threaded through, the resilient scrolls of the convex inscription plates. This type of cartouche was not originally devised for memorials, and appropriate imagery was not easily accommodated within it. Here we find, in the earlier of the two, an urn balanced on a cherub's head at the top and a sort of footnote below consisting of a heart clutched by a pair of hands, one male and the other female - awkward additions perhaps proposed by the patron. The other cartouche incorporates palm branches, which are more appropriate for martyred saints.
The earlier of these cartouche monuments has the epitaph divided into two shield-shaped parts, recording on the left the dates, offices and honours of Francis Howard, 5th baron of Effingham, appointed governor of Virginia by Charles II. In the other column Francis laments the loss of his young wife, 'dilectissima Philadelphia ... Charissima, Desideratissima Conjunx'. The other cartouche monument lists the many virtues of 'that Truly noble and Religious Lady Mary Howard', wife of the 6th baron, which included 'Charity to the Poor', 'Parental care' and 'Goodness & kindness to her Domesticks'.
In one of these two monuments the inscription is in Latin and in the other in English. Choice of language indicates the anticipated public. By 1800 the use of Latin had become unusual on monuments, except in college chapels and cathedral cloisters, but in 1685, when Philadelphia died, it was still common. Her husband may have wished to record his terrible loss in the dignity of an ancient language, but there was little point in listing the merits of Lady Mary if few other ladies, very few of her servants and fewer still among the poor could read about them. Two centuries later, knowledge of Latin was not assumed even in the most intelligent female company. Otho Lawrence in W.H. Mallock's The New Republic (1878), when visiting his atheist uncle's burial ground, translates the inscriptions there for the benefit of Miss Merton (who is, however, familiar with the Italian of the Divine Comedy).
Samuel Johnson observed of the humanist scholar George Buchanan that his writing 'has as fair a claim to immortality as can be conferred by modern Latinity, and perhaps a fairer than the instability of vernacular languages admits'. Such an opposition might be adopted to describe the dilemma faced by many who were commissioning church monuments in that period. More than half of the male effigies in English church monuments of the 18th century are dressed in Roman armour or senatorial robes - 'modern Latinity' of a kind. Women are often loosely and partly draped and generally avoid the 'instability' or ephemerality of fashionable female attire. There are even several naked breasts among the portraits on the memorials to women in Bath Abbey: most notably in the bust portrait of Mary Frampton (d.1698), erected by her sister and certainly not intended to be enticing (as was surely the case in many painted portraits at that date). Indeed, Mary is described as a 'virgin Saint' in the epitaph 'by Mr Dryden', elevating her far above the fashionable world assembled in Bath. There may be an intention to recall the personifications of Piety or Charity but Dryden writes: 'So faultless was the Frame, as if the Whole/Had been an Emanation of the Soul.' Then: 'Heav'n did this transparent veil provide/Because She had no guilty thought to hide.'
Monuments became increasingly feminine in the second half of the 18th century. Not only was the death of a young wife or a daughter a common pretext for commissioning a monument, but mourning female figures, often personifications or generalised representatives of the bereft family, were favoured now that the erection of a monument was a part of the business of mourning. Monuments were only rarely ordered in advance of death by the person to be commemorated, as had been frequent before 1700. Despite their combination in the cartouche commemorating Francis and Philadelphia Howard, domestic sentiment may usually be distinguished from dynastic pride as the dominant motive for the creation of a church monument and gradually came to be far more common.
Women were granted a near monopoly in spiritual matters. They look up to heaven. Their souls ascend in lower relief. They represent uninhibited sorrow, their bodies sometimes so completely draped over an urn as to appear to be little more than animated drapery. They are converted into willow trees on gravestones and into locks of hair in mourning jewellery. In the same period, women were not expected to be present when a coffin was lowered into the ground. The urn was another instance of 'modern Latinity', a ubiquitous euphemism for the coffin, which further declined in favour when cremation was revived and urns were really put to use.
When I began work on a thesis on English church monuments of the late 18th and early 19th centuries about 55 years ago, I was sent to visit Margaret Whinney, author of the Pelican History of Art volume on post-medieval English sculpture. She informed me that there were now only five people in Britain known to be interested in the subject. Since then, the number has greatly increased, thanks in part to the Buildings of England series and to the publications of a few academics, notably Malcolm Baker and the late David Bindman. In a recent conference at the V&A, several foreign research students gave excellent papers on little-known sculptural masterpieces in English churches. There was no greater portrait statue erected in 18th-century Europe than Louis-Francois Roubiliac's statue of Newton in the antechapel of Trinity College, Cambridge, and no more accomplished sculptural group than that by Joseph Nollekens of 'Maria Howard of Corby comforted by Religion' in the parish church of Wetheral, a few miles from Carlisle - both also feature in Wordsworth's poetry.
The monument to Maria Howard is singled out by C.B. Newham in the introduction to his Country Church Monuments (2022) as an outstanding masterpiece to be found 'almost as far from London as one can get in the area covered by this book'. Newham provides fine photographs of 365 monuments, taken while visiting 'nearly nine thousand sites on his quest to create a complete photographic record of England's rural parish churches'. The book is divided into nine geographical divisions (including one for Wales) and the monuments are arranged chronologically in each division, with succinct entries providing valuable information, much of it biographical but with pertinent observations on style and imagery, with examples selected from the tenth to the 20th century.
Even those who have taken a serious interest in British sculpture between 1600 and 1900 are likely to encounter in Newham's book many monuments that were previously unknown to them. The character and quality of the monuments Newham selects differ only in their relative obscurity from those in the great cathedrals, college chapels and town churches. Among the latter, Bath Abbey, exceptional for the quantity and variety of its medium-sized monuments, has recently been the subject of a thoughtful survey, Oliver Taylor's Bath Abbey's Monuments (History Press, PS22).
Taylor first documents the abbey's dependence on fees for monuments as well as burials and funerals, then the action taken to deal with excessive congestion and finally the recent conservation initiatives. He records what is known of the sextons whose merits are habitually ignored by 'lettered Arrogance'. He includes in his survey the nearly 900 ledger stones as well as the 635 wall monuments. He has discovered printed notices and poems about the monuments (which were once a major public attraction) and notes the verses inscribed on them. But he devotes more space to the lives of those commemorated, and to the (often colonial) source of their wealth, than to the imagery in the monuments themselves, so the subject is by no means exhausted.
A scholarly catalogue of the monuments in Westminster Abbey is now being prepared.* There are about the same number of wall monuments there as in Bath Abbey but many more of high quality and great ambition, frequently impaired by intrusive neighbours (whereas in parish churches an appropriate theatre is occasionally provided). To record the changing conventions of memorial sculpture is to trace the ways in which our ancestors affirmed their faith and stifled doubt, expressed their grief and placated guilt, contrived to assert their piety - even their humility - at the same time as their status. The choices made were determined by fashion but also, as with the pronunciation of Amen, represent ideological positions, often unconscious, which cry out for explication or, at least, for intelligent speculation.
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